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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this project was to create a congregational workshop for church
leaders that leads to the development of a cohesive vision for the practice of children’s
ministry. In order to do this, I began by presenting the evolution of children’s ministry in
the Churches of Christ along with the current tensions that exist between ministers and
church leadership created by a lack of cohesive vision for the practice of children’s
ministry. This foundational understanding of the origins of this tension supports my
discussion of a vision for children’s ministry that includes attention to the spiritual
formation of children—an often misunderstood element. Next, I examine how
discipleship informs the practice of children’s ministry and then utilize that information
to create a workshop curriculum that seeks to facilitate church leadership’s capacity to
cast a cohesive vision for the practice of children’s ministry within congregations. It is
important to note that this development was informed by a curriculum process team made
up of fellow colleagues serving in children’s ministry and invested in kingdom work. The
findings and results of this process were compiled through data collected from field notes
on four separate sessions, evaluations completed by the curriculum process team, and
reflections by the independent expert. While a significant amount of progress was made
toward creating an intentional opportunity for church leadership to work together to
formulate the vision of the congregation’s children’s ministry, this project additionally
helped to identify opportunities for future research and development in this area.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Children’s ministry exists in many churches of all shapes and sizes. In some
churches children’s ministry is like the one-room schoolhouse—children gathering beside
an adult volunteer simply reading Scripture and replaying it with flannel-board
characters. In other churches children’s ministry is like a Disney theme park with creative
educational ministries, elaborate Vacation Bible School sets, full-scale dramas, or even
live bands leading children’s worship. Despite the wide spectrum of programming focus
and style possibilities, the goal of children’s ministry is generally the same—to prepare
children for a committed Christian life. With that being said, many churches fit nicely in
the middle of the spectrum with a children’s minister who guides educational selections,
equips parents, and meets the resource needs of the church. Sometimes, these needs
evolve without an intentional vision for the practice of children’s ministry within their
context. As such, it is likely that parents, volunteers, and ministers have differences of
opinion over the practice of children’s ministry.
Church leaders need a curriculum that, when implemented, will assist
congregational leaders in creating a shared vision of ministry steeped in spiritual
formation with the goal of creating maturing followers of Jesus. Congregations hiring
children’s ministers typically have not had a defined process to articulate a vision of the
vocation of the children’s minister. Accordingly, these churches could benefit from the
opportunity to consider their vision for children’s ministry and clearly state their goals for
children’s spiritual formation and the practice of children’s ministry. This project
1
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develops a curriculum that helps congregational leaders create a vision for children’s
ministry as well as a job description for the children’s minister. Chapter 1 will examine
the tension that exists between children’s ministers and congregational leaders such as
elders, ministers, parents, and other adult volunteers. Chapter 2 will explore children’s
spiritual formation by considering Scripture along with contributions from other fields
such as education and developmental psychology. Chapter 3 will develop a framework
for the practice of discipleship and ministry while chapter 4 will describe the project
methodology and implementation. Chapter 5 will examine the results of the project, and
finally, chapter 6 will offer conclusions drawn from the project and consider the need for
further study.
Title of the Project
The title of this project is “The Practice of Children’s Ministry: Developing a
Cohesive Vision of Practice with Church Leaders.” The primary goal of this project was
to design a curriculum that, when implemented, would assist congregational leaders in
creating a shared vision for the practice of children’s ministry. In the past many churches
used educational goals and objectives to cultivate their children’s ministries. In recent
years, however, churches have begun to hire children’s ministers whose education,
training, and experiences are different from the church’s practice of children’s ministry.
Instead of a focus on educationally based objectives, these ministers construct ministries
that speak to the spiritual formation of children, honoring their spiritual agency as
maturing disciples of Christ. These differing approaches thus create a tension between
congregational leaders and the children’s minister as they seek alignment on the
expectations and competencies of the minister. In an effort to diminish this ongoing
tendency, a curriculum process team was formed and tasked to design a workshop
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curriculum for congregational use, inviting volunteers, church leaders, and ministers into
conversation with the goal of articulating a cohesive vision for the practice of children’s
ministry.
Description of the Ministry Context
The context of this project is the practice of children’s ministry within the
Churches of Christ. While the Churches of Christ are autonomous, similarities in the
practice of ministry do exist between congregations. These similarities grew out of the
traditional understanding of children within the Churches of Christ. Since ministers
practice children’s ministry within the local congregations, a description of the ministry
context will include identification of the competencies of a children’s minister common
to several congregations. In a focus group, children’s ministers reflect on their practice of
children’s ministry; and lastly, through a review of job description, church leadership
expectations are defined.
Historical Description of Children’s Ministry in the Churches of Christ
Around the turn of the nineteenth century, Alexander Campbell and Barton Stone
led the way toward a new church movement, grounded in the notion that all people could
interpret Scripture for themselves. The Stone-Campbell Movement sought unity through
study of Scripture, not creeds, and grew quickly.1 In the quest for Scriptural unity, a new
theological understanding of children emerged, situated in children’s own ability to
understand Scripture and to respond to the gospel.

1. For additional information, see David Edwin Harrell Jr., “The Sectional Origins of the Churches
of Christ,” in American Origins of Churches of Christ: Three Essays on Restoration History, eds. Richard
Hughes, Nathan O. Hatch, and David Edwin Harrell, Jr. (Abilene, TX: ACU Press, 1987). See also Robert
E. Hooper, A Distinct People (West Monroe, LA: Howard, 1993), 321.
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Alexander Campbell’s theological view of children influenced the newly
emerging theology of the Stone-Campbell Movement. First, in a return to a scriptural
understanding of baptism, a rite chosen by a person through one’s own conviction,
Campbell questioned the practice of infant baptism from the mindset that it devalued the
significance of the child’s religious choices.2 Second, Campbell believed that faith “could
be learned only through active participation in the church’s life.”3 Faith was not
something simply bestowed upon a person. Third, Campbell felt strongly about parent
involvement. He expected parents to teach their children.4 Fourth, Campbell believed that
children should be fully engaged in the learning process, engaging Scripture at their age
and stage.5 For instance, Campbell invited children to sing hymns, to engage in multigenerational family discussions, to contemplate God during walks in the woods, and to
memorize and study Scripture.6 Campbell wanted children to mature in their faith, accept
salvation through baptism, and create a “moral culture” that leads to individual happiness
and societal bliss.7
Campbell’s theology of children as actors in their faith decisions created the need
to clarify the spiritual status of children before baptism.8 Without the practice of infant

2. Ron Bruner, “The Story of Why We Believe What We Believe about Children and Faith,” in
Along the Way: Conversations About Children and Faith, eds. Ron Bruner and Dana Kennamer Pemberton
(Abilene, TX: ACU Press, 2015), 20 and 22.
3. Samjung Kang-Hamilton, “The Bible and the Education of Children: Lessons from Alexander
Campbell,” Restoration Quarterly 52, no. 3 (2010): 130.
4. Ibid., 132.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid., 139.
7. Ibid., 135.
8. Bruner, “The Story,” 20–25.
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baptism, a common decision needed to be made concerning the child’s accountability to
sin and the age at which this accountability becomes necessary. Therefore, leaders in the
Stone-Campbell Movement developed a scriptural response to these concerns over time.
In the mid-nineteenth century, traveling evangelist Walter Scott taught a
simplified plan of salvation—“faith, repentance, baptism, forgiveness of sins, and the gift
of the Holy Spirit.”9 He associated each step with a finger on one hand, creating a recall
method that worked well for children and adults alike. However, this simplification raised
a question: did children understand what they were doing when submitting to baptism? In
an 1863 article in Campbell’s Millennial Harbinger, J. W. McGarvey gave three
indicators of a child’s readiness for baptism: “1) an understanding of the design of both
the Lord’s Supper and baptism, 2) an understanding of the ‘obligations imposed’ by both
of those rights, and 3) ‘a strength of purpose sufficient to maintain a religious course of
conduct with some consistency.’”10 As Bruner notes in conjunction with McGarvey’s
work, children could both be aware of their sin and ask for forgiveness well before they
were ready for baptism or were mature enough to understand their decisions.11 Building
upon McGarvey’s work, T. W. Brents regarded children as “innocent,” neither carrying
original sin nor capable of sinning.12 Only when children were capable of making an
informed decision would they be held responsible for their sins, baptized, and added to
the church as a member.13 Over time, churches created Sunday schools as one avenue to

9. Ibid., 23.
10. J. W. McGarvey, “Religious Duties of Children,” Millennial Harbinger (December 1864):
536–39, quoted in Bruner, “The Story,” 24.
11. Ibid., 25.
12. Ibid.
13. Ibid.

6
accomplish this task. Sunday schools slowly evolved into large educational programs,
giving birth to the modern children’s ministry.14
The Context of Children’s Ministry
Children’s ministry emerged over time to address pressing congregational needs.
Because of the shared history of the Churches of Christ and the emphasis on educating
children in the faith, children’s ministry looked similar in most congregations from a
surface-level vantage point. However, despite these similarities, congregations tailored
children’s ministry to fit their own needs. As church members moved from congregation
to congregation, they brought fresh ideas and new expectations. These expectations,
though helpful, contributed to a lack of a shared vision of children’s ministry among
members and leaders of the congregation. Under those circumstances if congregational
leaders have not intentionally created a shared vision of practice within their own
congregations, two predominant issues will emerge. First, children’s ministers will
struggle with unclear expectations both of and in their roles as children’s ministers, and
second, a frustrating tension will develop for both ministers and leaders.
To explore this dynamic, I considered research that describes the competencies of
the children’s minister, convened a focus group of children’s ministers, and reviewed
children’s minister job descriptions. Both the focus group and the job descriptions

14. In the early 1900s, the appropriateness of Sunday Schools received attention within
publications related to the Churches of Christ. One example comes from a discussion between R. L.
Whiteside, a minister at the church in Corsicana, TX, and Nimrod Clark, the president of Gunter College in
Gunter, TX. In the written correspondence Whiteside defends the use of Sunday Schools as an effective
strategy to teach believers in the congregation. For many reasons Clark voiced considerable opposition.
One the many objections issued by Clark concerned an emphasis on teaching children in the home—a
concern still facing children’s ministry and family ministry advocates in the Churches of Christ and still
emphasized in the non-Sunday School movement. However, it is inappropriate to cast their debate as one
rooted solely in the responsibilities of parents. They addressed many other issues as well, including the role
of women as teachers within the church. These debates fueled the eventual schism that led to Sunday
School and non-Sunday School Churches of Christ. See R. L. Whiteside and Nimrod Lafayette Clark,
Whiteside-Clark Discussion. Denton, TX: Miss Inys Whiteside, 1960.
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reflected many of the competencies identified in the research. Moreover, these pieces of
information describe the context of children’s ministry within the Churches of Christ.
The Competencies of a Children’s Minister
In the early years of children’s ministry, ministers were hired to manage existing
programs, which required certain skills and abilities to fulfill the task. More recently,
though, churches are hiring children’s ministers that may have academic training and
experiences much deeper in scope than that of the congregation in which they serve. In
many cases church leaders hire ministers with hopes that ministers will assist the
congregation in creating and leading some kind of change within the children’s ministry.
Yet there is no clear understanding of what that should look like. Therefore, a tension
develops between the leaders and ministers as they search for common ground
concerning job responsibilities and the needed competencies to perform those tasks. In
recent years, the academic study of children’s ministry has contributed to this
conversation through new insights useful in defining the role of the ministers and the
competencies needed to perform the job.15 For example, Susan E. Payne’s dissertation
identifies competencies universal to most children’s ministers. Payne defines
competencies as “the knowledge, skills, abilities, and attitudes that when put into action
are necessary to enable professionals to perform their job at an appropriate level of
proficiency.”16 The competencies she established reflect the tasks of ministry that
children’s ministers are already doing.

15. Susan E. Payne, “A Study of Competencies for Professionals in Children’s Ministry in the
Local Church in the United States” (PhD diss., Talbot School of Theology, 2013), 2, 6, and 120.
16. Ibid., 8.
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To identify these tasks Payne conducted a mixed-method research project.17 First,
she gathered focus groups and discussed participants’ roles and experiences as children’s
ministers.18 Analysis of these discussions led Payne to identify 96 competencies
important to the task of children’s ministry.19 Next, to test and prioritize the
competencies, Payne developed a list of competency statements that she used to create a
Likert scale survey.20 She distributed the survey by email to a random sampling of
children’s ministers and received 144 responses in return.21 An analysis of these
responses identified the ten competencies that most children’s ministers have in common.
These competencies are
1. Bible knowledge
2. Communication with people
3. Building relationships
4. Equipping others
5. Listening
6. Recruiting of volunteers
7. Using the Bible to teach
8. Volunteer management: placement and supervision
9. Safety procedures and practices

17. Ibid.
18. Ibid., 99. Payne chose children’s ministers with five or more years of experience which is
considered still a brief time in the field.
19. Ibid., 114. See table 5.2 in Payne for a full list of the competencies, 136–8.
20. Ibid., 101–2.
21. Ibid., 158. A future study may duplicate this survey within the Churches of Christ.
Expectations within this tradition may lead to some differences in the findings.
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10. Love of children22
Since these competencies are common to most ministers, I utilized this research
as I examined two other significant elements necessary for understanding the context of
children’s ministry in the Churches of Christ—the minister’s perspective and the leader’s
perspective. The next section will describe a focus group conducted with children’s
ministers to receive their perspective.
Focus Group of Children’s Ministers
To describe the context of children’s ministry in the Churches of Christ, it is vital
to get the perspective of those in the trenches. Few know their craft better than the
ministers immersed in it. Only they can describe the reality of what they do. For this
reason, I created a focus group of children’s ministers. A focus group is
a number of people who come together for discussion on a particular topic for the
purpose of research. A focus group is facilitated by a moderator who asks
questions, probes for more detail, makes sure the discussion does not digress, and
tries to ensure that everyone has an input and that no one is left out of the
conversation.23
I convened the focus group at The Table, a Church of Christ children’s ministry
conference.24 I invited conference participants to join the focus group after the final
activity of the evening. Six children’s ministers with varying years of experience, one

22. Payne, 177. Payne’s research is rich and includes additional information that may be helpful to
churches and universities. For this project I am limiting the conclusions to the discovery of the ten most
valuable competencies for children’s ministry as defined in her research project. Payne’s complete list of
competencies is located in appendix B of this paper. See also Robert G. Crosby, III, “Examining the Formal
Education of Children’s Ministers in the United States: Suggestions for Professional Development,
Christian Education, and Emerging Research,” Christian Education Journal, Series 3 12, no. 1 (Spring
2015): 26. Crosby uses Payne’s research as a framework to identify competency development within the
context of undergraduate ministry degree programs. Crosby’s research identifies potential strengths,
weaknesses, and gaps in undergraduate degree programs.
23. Catherine Dawson, A Practical Guide to Research Methods: A User-friendly Manual for
Mastering Research Techniques and Projects (Oxford: How To Books, 2007), 90.
24. The Table was held at Preston Road Church of Christ, September 28–30, 2015. The focus
group took place on the evening of September 29, 2015, after the conclusion of the day’s activities.
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university faculty member, and two undergraduate students self-selected into the focus
group.
I guided the focus group in order to reflect on their experiences as children’s
ministers. They eagerly discussed, thus quickly identifying what they had in common.
They agreed that children’s ministers typically equip teachers, select curriculum, enforce
policy and procedures, and handle administrative needs of the ministry.25 And even
though each minister had unique individual experiences, four other themes surfaced
through my evaluation of the conversation. The next section explores these four themes.
Building Relationships
Children’s ministry encompasses several groups of people: children, parents,
volunteers, and other leaders. Each of these groups needs attention and direction from the
children's minister, and without it, relationships suffer. Parent equipping, volunteer
equipping, pastoral care, loving kids, each of these competencies are dependent upon
relationship. Likewise, the leadership of children's ministry requires healthy relationships
with ministers and elders. These other church leaders collaborate with children’s
ministers to implement the vision of the church and the children’s ministry.
The focus group named several factors impeding their ability to build
relationships with ministry participants and the minister’s own peer group. First,
children’s ministers have a sizeable administrative load as they coordinate one of the
largest, busiest ministries of the church. Second, children’s ministers are where the
children are during the meeting hours of the church. They are in the nursery or children’s
worship or Bible classrooms or meeting with a distressed family or any number of other

25. Each of these has a connection to Payne's list of ten competencies. Curriculum selection is not
identified within the final ten, but it is a component of “using the Bible to teach” and is one of the ninetysix competencies.
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places. In fact, one minister experienced absolutely no opportunity to attend adult
worship (or “big” worship in children’s ministry lingo) until the Sunday she resigned.
Ministers described attempts to set boundaries to protect their time for spiritual renewal
and relationship-building. Unfortunately, they experienced criticism from parents and
church leaders who complained that they were not doing their job. Last, integration with
the ministry staff and leadership was difficult for some ministers. Some ministers lacked
theological training and felt unprepared or unwelcomed to engage in discussions with
theologically trained ministers. Others felt marginalized because they were viewed as
“only working with kids,” and most lacked the opportunity to build shared experiences
with the rest of the staff since they were needed to lead the children’s ministry during
church events.
Equipping Others
Children’s ministers equip parents and volunteers through workshops and classes.
Equipping may even be less formal, a quick phone call, email, or social media blast that
supplements formal opportunities. Regardless of method, children’s ministers must
develop expertise in several ministry areas, such as family ministry or educational
pedagogy, requiring study and preparation for these tasks. However, after careful and
time-consuming preparation, ministers were often frustrated with poor attendance at the
events or poor response in general from whatever medium was chosen. In addition,
several described a lack of “perceived authority” to lead this type of training, stemming
from their age, gender, or even their role as a children's minister.
Recruiting Volunteers
Children’s ministry easily incorporates more people under its umbrella than any
other ministry of the church. Therefore, children’s ministry programs have demanding
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human resource needs, especially within the education portion of the ministry, where
policy often dictates that two adults be in every classroom. In order to fill these needs,
ministers rely on parents and leaders to accept volunteer positions and to advocate for the
ministry. However, recruiting volunteers is an ongoing task. There is always a need for
teachers and some needs surface with very little notice. Volunteers are so critical to
children’s ministry that a fully staffed children’s ministry signals the minister’s success at
performing the job. However, the focus group lamented that they rarely felt success in
this task. Furthermore, they rarely felt supported by their leaders, who did not recognize
the time and effort invested by the minister in recruiting each week.
Providing Pastoral Care
Another competency, pastoral care, surfaced in the focus group discussions.
Conversely, Payne’s discussion groups did not recognize pastoral care as a competency.
Instead, the email survey respondents commented on the need to include pastoral care in
the future. The ministers identified pastoral care as a holy, life-giving action calling them
to care for others during times of emotional, physical, or spiritual suffering. Regularly,
these ministers visited families in the hospital, spiritually supported parents or children
with chronic illnesses, cared for those who had recently lost a loved one, visited with
adults or children affected by relationship crisis, and prayed with children as they dealt
with the everyday stressors of school and home life. The ministers created a safe place of
listening and support for children and adults, volunteers and parents, and members and
nonmembers of their churches. These moments defined their ministry, yet church leaders
did not recognize pastoral care as a task of children’s ministry. Practically, ministers felt
tension with church leaders over meeting the expectations that contributed to their heavy
workload while the leadership failed to recognize the time invested in pastoral care.
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A Survey of Job Descriptions
After first gaining insight into the role of the children’s minister through the
minister’s point of view, it logically followed to examine children’s ministry from the
church leader’s perspective. My objective was to obtain a sample of expectations like that
of the focus group. Resources limited the possibility of forming a focus group, so I chose
to gather job descriptions for the position of children’s minister and use those in order to
better understand the church leader’s expectation of a children’s minister. A job
description reflects an agreement between the employee and employers. It “should be
written in terms that allow it to serve as the basis for periodically monitoring or
evaluating the staff member’s work.”26 To form a job description, an analysis of the job is
required that “identifies the specific tasks associated with a job, competencies
(knowledge, skills, and abilities) directly related to performing those tasks, and the
factors that are important for evaluating candidates for the position.”27 Competencies and
tasks should be “stated in objective, measurable terms for each category.”28 In other
words, a well-formulated job description should do all of that and, as a result, allow the
children’s minister to clearly see the expectations held by church leadership.
I chose to survey thirteen job descriptions posted to the Children’s Ministry
Network Facebook group between February 2013 and April 2015. This private network
consists of children’s minsters, children’s ministry leaders, university faculty, and
university students. It is a primary conversation point for children’s ministers within the

26. Patricia F. Hearron and Verna Hildebrand, Management of Child Development Centers, 7th
ed. (Boston: Pearson, 2011), 132.
27. Ibid., 128.
28. Ibid.
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Churches of Christ and an outlet to advertise job postings. After collecting a sample of
job descriptions, I reviewed the job descriptions against both Payne’s competency list and
the experiences of those who had participated in the focus group, searching for
commonalities as well as paying attention to any emerging new themes. After noting
where those similarities either occurred or were absent, I was then able to identify
potential tension points between ministers, as described in the focus group sessions, and
leadership, as described in the job descriptions.
The job descriptions revealed a few important observations. First, several of the
job descriptions used identical phrasing, such as “will effectively transition them into
spiritually confident teenagers” or “create a community of families who disciple kids by
modeling an authentic walk with God.” Similar phrasing indicates that churches are
borrowing language or even copying job descriptions from each other. This practice may
suggest that those in the leadership have not fully considered the role of the children’s
minister for themselves. Second, some job descriptions were vague. For example, one
described the role of the children’s minister to be energetic, organized, and a team player,
with little information on the responsibilities of that minister. Another followed suit by
downplaying job responsibilities while heavily emphasizing their cultural context and
goals to “reach out” to the surrounding community. Third, while some job descriptions
were vague, others were overly specific in the duties and details assigned. In fact, one job
description listed about twenty primary responsibilities of the minister and clarified each
primary responsibility with additional sub-responsibilities, concluding with the oftendreaded words of “all other duties as assigned.” As expected, each church communicated
the role of children’s minister in a way that ultimately indicated varying degrees of
articulated visions.
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Likewise, the review of the job descriptions against Payne’s list of competencies
in conjunction with the reflections of the focus group clearly identified several
competencies as being important to church leadership: building relationships; equipping
families/family ministry; recruiting, equipping, and managing volunteers; administrating
safety policies and procedures; using the Bible to teach/Bible knowledge;
communication; and pastoral care.
Building Relationships
Most job descriptions required that ministers build relationships with parents and
volunteers. Contrastingly, these same job descriptions lacked the expectation of
relationship-building with elders and key leaders. In the focus group, the children’s
ministers communicated the essential nature of supportive and collaborative relationships
with elders and other key leaders that understand and champion the vision of the
children’s ministry. Certainly, some ministers received support from the elders. These
elders sought a relationship with the minister, were intentional about their presence in the
children’s ministry area, and encouraged parent and volunteer participation in the
children’s ministry. Yet others in the focus group felt that the children’s ministry received
attention from elders only when there was a problem, such as a shortage of teachers or
complaints from parents. In these cases, elders asserted their authoritative voice to solve
these problems. For all the focus group ministers, a collaborative relationship with elders
was desired, yet the job descriptions did not articulate the need for this relationship from
the leadership perspective.
Equipping Families/Family Ministry
Echoing the focus group discussion, equipping families, or specifically family
ministry, surfaced as a key responsibility of ministers. Often, family ministry/equipping
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families was a stated vision of the church. In order to fulfill this vision, minister
responsibilities included offering classes and workshops to parents. Additionally,
ministers provided other resources for parents, such as a family ministry library or takehome materials encouraging parents and children to talk about their Bible class lessons.
Finally, several positions required ministers to develop, organize, and facilitate familyfocused classes and events involving the entire family.
Recruiting, Equipping, and Managing Volunteers
Volunteer recruiting, equipping, and managing was consistently a part of most of
the job descriptions. Several job descriptions held ministers accountable to build, lead,
coordinate, and equip volunteer teams. Furthermore, volunteer teams were not just for
Bible classes; they extended beyond the scope of educational ministry and included
activities such as VBS, fall festivals, camps, Christmas programs, and service projects.
Since the ministers were responsible for large ministries, some churches expected the
children’s minister to delegate a portion of their responsibilities to lay leaders and other
volunteers. Yet ultimately, the job descriptions placed the burden of recruiting,
equipping, and managing volunteers squarely on the minister. The focus group felt this
burden immensely as they described the problem of too few volunteers in addition to a
lack of support from the leaders of the congregation.
Coordinating Safety Policies and Procedures
The earlier section stated that the focus group did not mention individual
responsibilities with coordinating safety policies and procedures. However, the job
descriptions revealed that churches consider writing, coordinating, implementing, and
maintaining child/youth protection policies and procedures a key component of the
children’s minister’s job. Child/youth protection policies include background checks for
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volunteers, facilitated training on the prevention of child abuse and state reporting
procedures, requirements for appropriate child/teacher ratios, as well as check-in/checkout procedures from classes and events. Writing and enforcing a policy requires
communication with local authorities, insurance agents, and the church’s legal advisor.
Some churches explicitly required children’s ministers to administrate and enforce these
policies for both the children and youth ministries. If a claim of neglect or abuse were to
be made against the church, the children’s minister would bear much of the responsibility
for testifying in court on behalf of the church with regards to policy compliance.
Cultivating Bible Knowledge/Using the Bible to Teach
Not surprisingly, the job descriptions reflected the strong educational heritage of
the Churches of Christ in both vision statements and responsibilities. These
responsibilities include developing children’s ministry curriculum, selecting “Bible-based
curriculum,” and developing overall teaching strategies. The educational components
create administrative burdens for ministers as they take the necessary steps to implement
their programming. In addition, it is evident that church leaders expect children’s
ministers to not only develop the educational strategies but also be hands-on in the
implementation through the teaching of classes. For example, a job description stated that
“the primary role of the children’s minister is to teach. They are to be effective
communicators of the gospel.” Interestingly, only a handful of the job descriptions
required a degree in Bible or ministry—a degree that would prepare children’s ministers
for the task of writing curriculum and teaching the Bible.
Communicating Effectively
Children’s ministers need to communicate with parents and volunteers about the
needs and activities of their ministry. Churches value ministers who are “good
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communicators,” are “warm and engaging,” and “possess sensitivity and confidentiality.”
Ministers are expected to communicate utilizing a variety of resources, such as the
bulletin, phone calls, website, social media, personal relationships, newsletters, worship
slides, and public presentations. Most job descriptions heavily emphasized the
importance of competent communication within the ministry.
Providing Pastoral Care
Finally, consistent with Payne’s findings and contrary to the admonition of the
focus group, church leaders overlooked pastoral care as a competency and as a job
requirement.
Reflecting on the Context
Children’s ministers feel a tension between their assigned job duties, their actual
job duties, and the perception of the job duties they are doing. The ten competencies
provide a framework in which to evaluate the focus group and the job descriptions. This
review surfaces several concerns. First, ministers perceive their role differently than
elders. Ministers and leaders both agree that relationships are important, but ministers
lament the lack of opportunity to build relationships due to their other job responsibilities.
Second, the value placed on administrative competencies within the job descriptions
suggests that minister success is dependent upon completions of these tasks. For example,
a fully staffed children’s ministry is a measure of success. Yet ministers felt little support
from leadership, little regard for the ongoing time commitments of recruiting, and dealt
with a perpetual sense of failure in recruiting. Third, while ministers emphasized pastoral
care as an important and life-giving activity, it was also a time-consuming function of
ministry. Even so, and consistent with Payne’s research, the job descriptions placed little
emphasis on pastoral care as an essential role of the children’s minister. Fourth, only a
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handful of job descriptions in the review required a ministry degree. Yet children’s
ministry is placing a heavier burden on ministers to be theologically consistent with their
congregation in writing and choosing curriculum, equipping parents for their children’s
spiritual formation, and being present and involved in spiritually rich relationships. While
tension may always exist between ministers and their supervising leadership, a cohesive
vision for the practice of ministry agreed upon by both the ministers and leaders would
help ease the tension. The following chapters will explore a framework for children’s
ministry rooted in the spiritual formation of children in a way that acknowledges children
as agents of their own spiritual journey in partnership with adults for the sake of Christian
discipleship.
Statement of the Problem
The problem of this study is the tension between ministers, elders, and church
members born from the lack of understanding concerning the practice of children’s
ministry within their congregations. In part, the lack of cohesion grows out of a failure to
have an agreed-upon and well-defined theology of children’s spiritual formation that
respects the agency of children to mature in their discipleship. Since children’s ministry
began at a congregational level and ministers were selected based on a variety of skills,
little agreement exists concerning the function of the children’s minister.29 Church
leaders and ministers have experienced the tension that results from trying to understand
the role of the children’s minister within their context without a cohesive vision of
practice rooted in a theology of spiritual formation of children.30

29. I am not aware of published histories of children’s ministry in the Churches of Christ.
30. A future research topic should be a history of children’s ministry in the Churches of Christ. As
a veteran minister and a professor of children’s ministry, I have much experience in coaching churches in
the hiring process. As such, I’ve been privy to many of their experiences and questions as they have sought
to establish the position of children’s minister and hire quality candidates.
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Statement of the Purpose
The purpose of this project is to develop a curriculum that, when implemented,
will assist congregational leaders in creating a shared vision of ministry steeped in
spiritual formation with the goal of creating maturing followers of Jesus. Moreover, this
vision will honor the agency of children in their spiritual journey so that congregations
may then create a shared understanding of the practice of children’s ministry rooted in
discipleship.
Assumptions
This paper assumes that the contextual description presented earlier in this chapter
is a fair representation of most children’s ministries within the Churches of Christ.
Second, it assumes that churches are motivated to engage in conversations that analyze
their current ministry models and encourage change if necessary. Third, it assumes that
churches have not already studied and implemented spiritually formative models of
ministry that shape the practice of children’s ministry as an understanding of discipleship.
Definitions
Children’s Ministry: Children’s ministry provides spiritually formative
opportunities to engage in appropriate approaches of discipleship with children as they
follow the ways of Christ.31
Children’s Minister: One who invites and equips parents, ministry leaders, and
volunteers into appropriate practices of discipleship so that children with adults learn to
follow Jesus, listen to the Spirit, and participate in God’s mission to serve and transform
the world.

31. Adapted from David M. Csinos and Ivy Beckwith, Children’s Ministry in the Way of Jesus
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2013), 61.
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Disciple: Disciples are individuals living out their commitment to God as they
learn to follow Jesus, listen to the Spirit, and participate in God’s mission to serve and
transform the world.32
Spiritual Formation: “Spiritual formation is our continuing response to the reality
of God’s grace shaping us into the likeness of Jesus Christ through the work of the Holy
Spirit in the community of faith for the sake of the world.”33
Delimitations
This project has two delimitations. First, it does not include a discussion about
minister roles based on gender. Because of congregational autonomy, each congregation
determines the roles and duties of its ministers. This project develops an understanding of
the children’s minister’s role regardless of gender.34 Second, while most church traditions
practice children’s ministry, this project will address children’s ministry specifically
within the Churches of Christ.
Limitations
Volunteer church leaders often lack theological training. This project may
introduce leaders to new theological concepts, but it will not train church leaders to be

32. This definition and several others are adapted from Kathleen A. Cahalan, Introducing the
Practice of Ministry (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2010). As the curriculum process team met for the
project discussed in chapter 4, the concensus was reached that many of Cahalan’s definitions, while
theologically sound, were not going to be inviting to the ears of our intended audience. In many cases we
did not change the theological direction of her definitions, only made them more palatable to members of
the Churches of Christ.
33. Jeffrey Greenman, “Spiritual Formation in Theological Perspective: Classic Issues,
Contemporary Challenges,” in Life in the Spirit: Spiritual Formation in Theological Perspective, eds.
Jeffrey P. Greenman and George Kalentizis (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2010), 24.
34. Churches of Christ have practiced the exclusion of women in leadership. Children’s ministry
has opened the door to women serving often before the congregation has adequately studied or changed
their position on women in leadership. This issue complicates the role of the female children’s minister.
However, addressing those issues beyond the scope of this project.
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theologically adept. The church leader’s prior ability to consider and discern theological
concepts is not within the control of this project.
Conclusion
It is undeniable that consistently throughout its history, Churches of Christ value
children and their spiritual journey. As a result, many churches developed education
ministries that expanded over time in scope and size. Therefore, in order to sustain these
ministries, churches eventually hired coordinators or ministers to oversee these growing
programs. Initially, the responsibilities of the ministers were defined directly in response
to the needs of the ministry. Yet this is no longer the case. As children’s ministry has
matured, ministers now realize their greater responsibility to not only coordinate the
details of the children’s ministry but also ground children’s ministry in theological
reflection. In addition, a greater emphasis on relationships and pastoral care has emerged
and thus consumed more of the children’s minister’s time. However, job descriptions
often do not reflect these new realities. Consequently, a tension has developed between
ministers and congregational leaders stemming from the lack of a cohesive vision of
children’s ministry, a new vision for the practice of children’s ministry is needed. A
vision that is shaped through spiritual formation and leads to a deeper understanding of
Christian discipleship. Children are agents of their spiritual journey, and the practice of
children’s ministry should call children into discipleship.

CHAPTER II
THE SPIRITUAL FORMATION OF CHILDREN
As the language of spiritual formation emerged, it changed the landscape of
education ministry in the church. A ministry emphasizing spiritual formation will look
different as it focuses on “the process whereby the inmost being of the individual (the
heart, will, and spirit) takes on the quality or character of Jesus himself.”1 Children need
to know more than Jesus loves me; they need to know that Jesus leads me. Even more
important, though, is the realization that children are agents of their own spiritual
formation. Children reflect on their own experiences, make meaning of God’s work in the
world, and respond by choosing when and how to follow Jesus.2 Yet this might be a
foreign language to many church leaders overseeing children’s ministers who measure
the church’s success by the quality and outcome of the education classes. As it stands,
over time in changes in Christian education subsequently altered the purpose of
children’s ministry, creating a new emphasis on children’s agency over their maturing
discipleship.3

1. Dallas Willard, The Great Omission: Reclaiming Jesus’ Essential Teachings on Discipleship
(New York: Harpers Collins, 2006), 53.
2. Brendan Hyde, Karen-Marie Yust, and Cathy Ota, “Editorial: Silence, Agency and Spiritual
Development,” International Journal of Children’s Spirituality 15, no. 2 (2010): 97; David M. Csinos,
Children’s Ministry That Fits: Beyond One-Size-Fits-All Approaches to Nurturing Children’s Spirituality
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011), 12; Steven Bonner, “Understanding Childhood Spirituality,” in Along
the Way: Conversations About Children and Faith, eds. Ron Bruner and Dana Kennamer Pemberton
(Abilene, TX: ACU Press, 2015), 34–35; Csinos and Beckwith, 57.
3. Bonner, “Understanding Childhood Spirituality,” 34–35.
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Spiritual Formation in the Churches of Christ
Spiritual formation as a process of transformation has shaped the practice of
baptism in the Churches of Christ. Previously, the church emphasized an educational
focus so that children would have the appropriate knowledge that would lead them to a
baptismal decision. “Does the child know enough to be baptized?” was a question
frequently posed to parents of children ready to take the all-important faith step. Another
closely related question followed, “Is the child old enough to understand the purpose of
baptism?” The emphasis on knowledge and understanding assumed that the end goal of
children’s Christian education was baptism.
Baptism is an important sacrament of the church. One of the most joyful moments
of Sunday morning worship occurs when people gives their lives to Christ. However,
baptism is not just an event; it is an important marker in the process of becoming a
maturing disciple of Christ. As the language and ideas of spiritual formation began to
shape ministers and other leaders, it became clear that the church needed a new method
that prepared children for baptism and honored the process of becoming disciples.
In 1994, Tommy King challenged long-held beliefs about children and baptism in
his doctoral thesis, Faith Decisions: Christian Initiation for Children of the Glenwood
Church of Christ. First, King challenged the historical practice of crisis conversion that
viewed baptism as an event. “The model of crisis conversion,” says King, “requires that
the church determine a time when it no longer tells its children that their relationship with
God is strong and secure and warns them that they are in danger of the fires of hell.”4

4. Tommy King, “Faith Decisions,” in The Effective Practice of Ministry: Essays in Memory of
Charles Siburt, ed. Tim Sensing (Abilene, TX: ACU Press, 2013), 157.
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This practice left children in a predicament of never really knowing their spiritual status.
Thus King proposed that the church view children as catechumens.
As catechumens, the children would be recognized as the believers that they are.
Faith can be affirmed, celebrated, and nurtured. The wholeness of the people of
God can be realized. The day when the child’s faith is appropriated and owned in
baptism and is eagerly anticipated as a day of fulfillment rather than crisis, is a
day of recognizing the saving process of conversion that is the life of community.5
King developed a catechetical class, focused on Christian discipleship for young teens
and their parents that explored the role of “story, ethics, and liturgy in faith formation.”6
At the end of the class series, the church blessed the children and their families with a
“prayerful encouragement to consider the steps of baptism.”7 Churches adopted King’s
curriculum, introducing the emerging theology of children’s spiritual formation to the
local congregation.
More than two decades later, Ron Bruner and Dana Pemberton coedited Along the
Way: Conversations about Children and Ministry, which brought together scholars and
practitioners from across the Churches of Christ in order to deepen the theological
conversation concerning children, the church, and the practice of ministry.8 In part, the
book explored the ritual of baptism in two chapters authored by Jeff Childers. Childers, a
theologian and church historian, contended that “Baptism is more about identity, the
direction of a person’s life, their place within the community, handling relationships, and

5. Ibid., 161.
6. Ibid., 166.
7. Ibid., 167.
8. Ron Bruner and Dana Kennamer Pemberton, “An Invitation to the Conversation,” in Along the
Way: Conversations About Children and Faith, eds. Ron Bruner and Dana Kennamer Pemberton (Abilene,
TX: ACU Press, 2015), 10–11.
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cooperating with the activity of Father, Son, and Spirit in experiencing daily
transformation of character and behavior.”9
In baptism believers claim “their full identity in Jesus, an identity that has been
taking shape all along.”10 Children, as catechumens, claim their identity in Jesus and are
disciples both before and after baptism, indwelt by the Spirit.11 As disciples children
ought to be included in a contributive, reciprocal relationship with the church—partners
on a spiritual journey of Christian discipleship.12 And as disciples they are agents of their
own spiritual journey.
There is a saying that describes faith transmission in relationship with others; faith
is “caught not taught.” Caught faith is an organic process dependent upon relational
proximity of more mature Christians to others as they embody their spiritual journey.
Taught faith is an intentional, structured process that orientates one into the life of
discipleship. Both are important; caught faith creates space for children to observe and
mirror the actions of more mature Christians, and taught faith requires intentional
mentoring opportunities that lead to maturing faith. The goal, then, may not be to simply
create environments in which faith is caught or taught, but instead to provide
opportunities for faith to be intentionally nurtured by adults in order for it to be absorbed
by children. Then, taking this process one step further, children need to be released
within their own agency to mature in their own faith. To put it another way, first, children

9. Jeff Childers, “Baptism and Children: Finding Good Instincts,” in Along the Way:
Conversations About Children and Faith, eds. Ron Bruner and Dana Kennamer Pemberton (Abilene, TX:
ACU Press, 2015), 128.
10. Ibid., 136.
11. Ibid., 138.
12. Ibid., 139.
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mirror the faithful actions of more mature Christians; second, mature Christians
intentionally mentor younger followers of Jesus; and third, these young disciples mature
in their own faith journey, owning their faithful response to Christ—mirror, mentor, and
mature. To mirror faith is to create opportunity for children to do what I do. To mentor
faith is to invite children to do it with me, and to mature faith indicates a level of spiritual
growth that releases children to do it on their own.13 These three steps are a natural
process of identity formation that begins in childhood. Within Scripture as well as
contemporary culture, the pattern of mirroring, mentoring, and maturing in faith may be
found.
Identity Formation in Deuteronomy
After leaving Egyptian slavery, God’s people need to form their own identity,
steeped in their own stories, rituals, and culture. Each element shapes the Israelites into a
people unique from all others. Stories acknowledge the struggles and joys that create
community. They ground a group within a shared history and give vision to a future
purpose. Stories provide a foundation for practices that may be counter cultural, such as
the stories Moses recites in the introduction to the Ten Commandments (Deut 4:3; 4:10–
13, 32–38). Throughout Deuteronomy the generations remember and tell the stories that
shape the identity of Israel.
The laws and decrees God gives Israel are unique, conflict with cultural norms of
the time, and require intentional effort in order to form identity. Israel’s relationship with
God depends on their devoted love of God and their obedience to God’s commands (Deut
13. In chapter 4 I describe the creation of a curriculum that could be used by church leaders to
create a cohesive vision for the practice of ministry. As I will show in this thesis, that vision needs to be
rooted in an understanding of the spiritual formation of children and their growing faithful response to
Christ. The curriculum uses the alliteration of mirror, mentor, and mature to describe the continual process
of maturing in one’s discipleship.

28

6:1–6). As a small people emerging from a much larger culture of polytheism and all its
practices, this is not an easy task. However, identity formation through the process of
mirror, mentor, and mature is evident in Deut 6, as I will explain.
Mirroring, doing what others do, occurs organically in a communal society where
people live, work, and depend on others for survival. It is safe to assume that children are
always present. It is easy to imagine children doing chores, sleeping in the family tent,
gathering around the camp fire with family and friends, and listening to community
meetings. In instances such as these, children would do as the adults around them did,
looking up to the older and wiser adults in the community. Given the proximity of family
and friends and the necessity to be amidst the community, children would observe and
imitate those around them and not just their families.
It is to this culture that Deut 6:4–9 is written:
Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These
commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. Impress them on
your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along
the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your
hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your
houses and on your gates.
Often, in children and family ministry literature, this passage supports that essential role
of the family. This is a fair application of the passage. However, it is limited by our
Western world view. Parents are not the subject of this passage; the entire community
received these instructions:14
But God does not intend for one man and one woman to carry the full
responsibility for their children’s spiritual formation. God’s plan, seen in
14. Deut 6:4–9 is a foundational verse in children’s and family ministry literature. In these
contexts it supports the responsibility of the family to raise a Godly family. However, its overuse may have
caused us to miss the communal aspects of the verse and fueled the idolization of the family apart from
discipleship for kingdom’s sake.
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Deuteronomy 6, is that the faith community support the family and together they
nurture the children. Children will see many adults living in loving obedience to
God.15
Children mirror the actions of faithful, God-fearing adults because of their place within
the larger community.
While children mirror the activities of adults even when adults are not intentional
about their example to children, mentoring removes the involuntary aspect of mirroring.
Mentoring reflects an intentional action of adults in the faith community. Commandments
are to be “impressed on the hearts of children” by “talking about them,” “tying them as
symbols,” and “writing them in doorframes,” and each of these require intentional
thought and action on the part of the adults in the community. When thinking
intentionally, every moment of the day offers an opportunity to mentor children.
Moreover, spiritual mentoring shapes children into a particular way of life, forming
identity as one of God’s own. The consistency of the counter cultural teachings enables
children to choose obedience just as the adults in the community do.
A maturing faith is knowledge of one’s identity and the ability to conduct one’s
actions as an outgrowth of that identity. Moses addresses three remaining issues in the
teachings recorded in this chapter. First, God will deliver on the promise of the promised
land (Deut 6:10–12). Second, God’s people risk losing their faith to the culture of the
land (Deut 6:13–19). They risk forgetting and disobeying and as a result losing favor with
God. Third, they need to “keep the commands” and “do what is right” (Deut 6:17–18).
This is the mark of mature faith, holding firm its identity even when threatened so that
the culture passes through to further generations. Finally, throughout the generations

15. Scottie May et al., Children Matter: Celebrating Their Place in the Church, Family, and
Community (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 34.
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Israel’s story will continue to be told and retold, providing opportunity for children to
mirror the faith of the community, be mentored by mature others, and mature in their
relationship to God and their commitment as members of God’s people.
First Century Values and Identity Formation in Greco-Roman and Jewish Contexts
Like the Israelites entering the Promised Land, the Jewish believers in the first
century lived amidst a foreign, pagan culture that did not value children. This culture
treated children as the “negative counterfoil to the free male citizen.”16 Only free male
citizens had full agency over their lives as those who possessed logos—the ability to
speak with rational thought.17 Children were not capable of logos.18 Because of the lack
of logos, philosophers such as Aristotle and Plato charged that children would “give in to
their passions (wants),” embody “irrational conduct,” were “physically weak,” and
“without courage.”19 Pliny the Elder compared the newborn infant to animals as he found
it “paradoxical that the creature who is to rule over the other creatures should begin life in
a state of weakness and helplessness.”20 Children had little control over their own lives,
living in harsh conditions with high mortality rates; they lacked bonding with parents,
were disciplined through harsh physical violence, and were expected to participate in the
Greco-Roman cultic practices.21

16. O. M. Bakke, When Children Became People: The Birth of Childhood in Early Christianity,
trans. Brian McNeil (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2005), 21.
17. Ibid., 15.
18. Ibid.
19. Ibid., 16–18.
20. Ibid., 19.
21. Bakke offers a complete discussion of these points (22–55).
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Greco-Roman children were at the periphery of society, marginal actors or
excluded all together.22 Some children received an education, preparing them to move
from the fringe to the center of society when they came of age. The focus of educational
and moral development was more individualistic with adult teachers shaping, forming,
and impressing upon children their lessons.23 Children, as “raw materials,” passively
received instruction from their teachers.24
In contrast, the first-century Jewish community continued to place children at the
center of society.25 Considered a fulfillment of the divine blessing “to be fruitful and
multiply” as well as a gift from God, they were enculturated by family and community
into the practices of the Jewish faith as described in Deut 6.26 All members of the
community recited the Shema throughout the day, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God the
Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all
your strength” (Deut 6:4–5). This ritual prayer created a rhythm of practice that
contributed to the identity and faith formation of Jewish children.
Children as Receivers and Proclaimers of the Kingdom
Scripture reveals that Greco-Roman attitudes toward children may have
influenced the Jewish communal perception of children. In the Synoptic Gospels the

22. Ibid., 22.
23. Ibid., 20.
24. Ibid.
25. Judith M. Gundry, “Children in the Gospel of Mark, with Special Attention to Jesus’ Blessing
of the Children (Mark 10:13–16) and the Purpose of Mark,” in The Child in the Bible, ed. Marcia J. Bunge
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 162.
26. Judith M. Gundry-Volf, “The Least and the Greatest: Children in the New Testament,” in The
Child in Christian Thought, ed. Marcia J. Bunge (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 35. See also Gen 1:28;
Ps 127:3–5; 128:3–6.
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disciples turned away children brought to Jesus to receive a blessing (Matt 19:13–14;
Mark 10:13–16; Luke 18:15–17). The actions of the disciples toward the children
reflected the attitude of marginalization. However, Mark records that Jesus was
“indignant” at the disciples for their actions.27 Mark continues the story. “He said to
them. ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God
belongs to these. Truly I tell you, anyone who does not receive the kingdom of God like a
little child will not inherit it.’ And he took the children into his arms, placed his hands on
them and blessed them” (Mark 4:14b–16). Instead of marginalizing children, Jesus called
the children to him and placed them next to him in the center of the gathering. Jesus
welcomed them with the love of a father in “an adoptive embrace, an assumption of the
parental role” and blessed the children.28 Jesus teaches his followers to welcome and
receive children, not only for who they are, but as an example of entering the kingdom.29
Children, through their own agency, receive and proclaim the good news of Jesus
in a way that is appropriately indicative of their age. After the triumphal entry into
Jerusalem recorded in Matt 21, Jesus arrived at the temple. The temple was not a house of
prayer, as it was intended to be, but a center of commerce, a destructive practice that
Jesus dramatically confronted when he overturned tables and declared the temple a “den
of robbers” (Matt 21:12–13). Jesus reminded the people that the Temple should be a
place of healing and prayer (Matt 21:13–14). Not surprisingly, the chief priests and
teachers of the law rejected Jesus. Children, though, proclaimed Jesus as the Messiah,

27. Mark 10:14 records Jesus’ emotional reaction to the rebuke. Matthew and Luke only record
the blessing.
28. Gundry, “Children,” 156.
29. Gundry-Volf, “The Least,” 38.
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shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David” (Matt 21:15–16). It is significant that children
serve, receive, and proclaim Jesus under their own accord, even when the adults in the
story could not grasp the truth.30
The Continued Practice of Identity Formation
The Shema, the Jewish prayer introduced in Deut 6, shaped the identity of all
Jewish people throughout the generations. Recited several times a day, this important
prayer framed each person’s life, in part, as “the first prayer a Jewish child learns, and the
last words uttered by or on behalf of a Jewish person on his or her deathbed.” 31 Jesus
continued to use the familiar prayer as a truth that shaped the identity of his followers
(Matt 22:37; Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27). It was later used by the Gospel writers to
construct a portrait of a Jesus follower as one who also follows the Shema.32 As an
illustration, Lori Baron describes the Fourth Gospel’s use of the key themes of the
Shema, oneness, hearing, love, and kingship, to confront non-believers and proclaim that
Jesus is the embodiment of this ancient prayer.33 Therefore, the identities of Jesus’
disciples formed as they lived out the Shema, the prayer they invoked daily, with Jesus.
Daily, the disciples mirrored the actions of Jesus, were mentored by Jesus, and as their
faith matured, were commissioned for ministry (Matt 28:16–20).
The rest of the New Testament affords little insight into the identity formation of
children. However, as in Jesus’ community, children most certainly were in the midst of

30. Ibid., 36.
31. Lori Baron, “Interpreting the Shema: Liturgy and Identity in the Fourth Gospel,” Annali Di
Storia Dell’esegesi 27, no. 2 (2010): 53.
32. Ibid., 58.
33. Ibid., 59.
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the early church. As the earliest evangelists traveled the countryside, they exampled
identity-shaping discipleship, often remaining in a city for a period of time to teach the
new converts. These converts learned through their teaching and through observing their
actions. Later, epistles, such as Paul’s letters, further mentored new believers in their new
identity as Christians. For example, Paul’s household codes provided instructions for the
equal treatment of all family members, including children and slaves (Eph 6:1–3). Lastly,
many of the new converts became mature in their faith and ministered to others, such as
Lydia’s hospitable offer to Paul and his companions (Acts 16:13–15). In Acts 18, Paul
converted Aquilla and his wife Priscilla (Acts 18:1–4). Later, Priscilla and Aquilla
opened their home in hospitality to the teacher Apollos (Acts 18: 24–26), were Paul’s coworkers (Rom 16:3), and led a church in their house (1 Cor 16:19). Among many other
examples, these leaders mirrored the actions of more mature Christians, were mentored
for ministry, and matured in their practices of discipleship, ministering to others.
Children in Contemporary Society
In the previous section while children were described as having some value within
the Jewish and Christian communities, especially when compared with the surrounding
culture, they still remained on the fringes of that community. They were in the crowds
and occasionally highlighted for their various contributions to community life, but the
fact remains that they existed at the margins of their communities. In comparison, our
society places a high value on children, and families and churches often center their time,
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money, and attention on the needs and activities of their children.34 Despite this
demonstrated value, children are still viewed as not yet capable of contributing to society.
Therefore, adults pour into children, offering developmentally appropriate opportunities
and activities with the intent of preparing children for the future. This investment in
children is an admirable aspect of contemporary culture. Yet the culture continues to strip
children of their agency, measuring children against their future adulthood instead of
their current, God-ordained role as children in the kingdom of God.
Childhood Culture
Emily Plank, an early childhood educator challenges her readers to think about
the culture that children inhabit. Adults, Plank says, approach any situation through a
particular set of lenses, such as “American or female or middle-class or adult.”35 In other
words, the standards of child education and development are set against their future
adulthood.36 Plank reminds her readers that “children are not imperfect humans, but they
are imperfect adults.”37 They are not yet able to perform adult tasks and will appear
deficient when measured against adult standards.38 Thus, while childhood culture is
influenced and guided by adults, children need not be viewed as future adults but as
34. In Welcoming Children: A Practical Theology of Childhood, Joyce Ann Mercer explores the
influence of a consumeristic culture on the theological understanding of children (31). For Mercer churches
create Christian education programs, investing a great amount of resources into these programs, as a
response to the “market forces” that drive the expectations of the church’s ministry to children. These wellintentioned ministries actually “sequester” children from their own “community of practice,” or faith
community. She argues that it is within the “community of practice” that the Spirit works to form and
mature children’s faith. Within the intergenerational community of the church children have the spiritual
agency to mature in their faith. For a full discussion of this issue, see ch. 5 in Mercer, Welcoming Children:
A Practical Theology of Childhood (St Louis: Chalice, 2005).
35. Emily Plank, Discovering the Culture of Childhood (St. Paul, MN: Redleaf, 2016), 6.
36. Ibid.
37. Ibid., 30.
38. Ibid., 31.
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“complete and distinct individuals” in the present, “growing into the adults they are in the
process of becoming.”39 Instead of preparing children for adulthood, Plank argues that
adults should enter the culture of childhood “as culturally sensitive outsiders” joining
children in a “land that is marvelously whole before we arrive.”40
While Plank describes childhood culture as gaining perspective from a child’s
point of view, sociologist Hilary Levey Friedman describes the competitive experience of
childhood in American culture.41 After studying competition in middle-class American
culture, she concludes that competition culture is primarily about making good adults by
pushing children to gain credentials for the sake of education, experience, and often
scholarships.42 As early as preschool, parents choose activities that may lead to stronger
academic and extracurricular careers.43 Especially prevalent in sports culture, children
sign up for a fun, introductory soccer league without realizing that their parents connect it
to higher stakes, such as full-ride scholarships in later life.44 As a parent I find myself
falling into the trap of infesting the fun, curiosity-driven activities of my children with
my goal of achievement. Therefore, creating a culture of childhood, particularly in
relation to spiritual development, means restoring the agency of children to mature in
faith on their own terms without complicated standards and competitive achievements
that focus on a child’s future adulthood. To do so, the church must intentionally invite
39. Ibid., 31 and 172.
40. Ibid., 10.
41. Hilary Levy Friedman, Playing to Win: Raising Children in a Competitive Culture (Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 2013), 11.
42. Ibid.
43. Ibid.
44. Ibid.
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children into the center of the spiritual community by providing opportunities for children
to mirror the actions of more mature Christians. The church must freely create space for
those mature Christians to enter the culture of childhood as they mentor children in their
discipleship, and they must willingly recognize that children mature in their discipleship
on their own terms as equipped and empowered by the Holy Spirit.
Contemporary Education
Education is a societal force that shapes children toward a common goal of
acquiring the necessary skills to become adults that fully contribute to society. Formal
education begins early for children. Since the 1960s, early childhood programs have
quickly expanded and rapidly developed in importance for preparing children for their
elementary careers.45 Currently, most children participate in secular early childhood
education before they begin elementary school.46 These programs are designed for
children ages three to kindergarten, and they are income-sensitive, resulting in an
available option to many families in the United States.47 The goals of preschool education
include “improvement of children’s academic skills,” “development of children’s social
and emotional skills,” and “improved language and early literacy abilities.”48 Earlychildhood education is considered critical to a solid start in the education system that

45. See Dale J. Epstein and W. Steven Barnett, “Early Education in the United States: Programs
and Access,” in Handbook of Early Childhood Education, eds. Robert C. Pianta et al. (New York: Guilford
Press, 2012), 3.
46. The National Center for Education Statistics concludes that 38% of three-year olds, 67% of
four-year olds, and 87% of five-year olds are enrolled in educational preschool or kindergarten. “Preschool
and Kindergarten Enrollment,” National Center for Education Statistics (April 2017),
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cfa.asp.
47. Epstein and Barnett, “Early Education,” 4.
48. Further data from the National Center for Education Statistics, “Preschool and Kindergarten
enrollment.”
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spans into young adulthood. A quick look around most church buildings will find that the
church’s education system mirrors these goals—children as young as just a few months
old left in nursery classrooms with well-prepared teachers. Just like the secular world,
these classes that range from infant to adulthood have educational targets for each ageappropriate class, which leads to separating children from the community of believers
and removing the opportunity for communal spiritual formation.49
The Influence of the Field of Human Development
The desire for age-appropriate education also grows out of human development
theory. These theories, cognitive, moral, socio-cultural, to name a few, are welldocumented in existing literature. They articulate human development along a defined
continuum that represents most humans.50 Teachers and other practitioners use this
information to adjust pedagogy as well as their expectations of children so that learning is
more effective.51 Consequently, human development theory shaped secular education and
eventually the educational ministries of the church as well. Christian educators adopted
developmentally appropriate classroom strategies, including learning goals based on the
age and stage of children.52 Programs, such as children’s worship, were initiated so that
children could have their own age-appropriate experiences instead of participating in the

49. I find it helpful to understand the educational system in which children are immersed. As a
children’s minister, I used the state learning targets for the public-school system to align our church
curriculum with skills that the children developed in school. Neuroscience supports the teaching methods
most often used in church nurseries. Additionally, educational and developmental theories are useful tools
for ministry, but this chapter will show that the pendulum has swung too far and that we need to reclaim the
opportunity to mirror, mentor, and mature children within the faith community.
50. Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation:
Bringing the Whole Church Together in Ministry, Community, and Worship (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2012), 39.
51. Ibid.
52. Ibid.
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adult-focused congregational worship.53 In each case, developmental theory supported
the desire to provide the best in Christian education to children in churches. Yet extensive
programming, situated primarily in developmental theory, separated the generations,
providing less opportunity for children to mirror the actions of others, participate in
mentoring relationships, or practice their own maturing discipleship in the midst of their
faith communities. An over-reliance on these theories has compromised the spiritual
agency of children and their ability to wholly respond to the Spirit.54
The influence of contemporary education and human development research on
children’s ministry cannot be dismissed. Ministries evolved with the implementation of
strategies perceived as best practices in not only Christian education but the education
field as a whole. Churches created child-centered educational environments, hoping to
provide the right ingredients for children to deepen their scriptural knowledge and
commitment to God.
Metaphors for Educational Environments
David Csinos in Children’s Ministry that Fits, describes three schools of thought,
each reflecting aspects of contemporary culture described in the previous section.55 He
uses the metaphors of a factory assembly line, a greenhouse, and a pilgrim on a journey
to describe each educational philosophy. These metaphors define the relationship
between the teacher and learner, the process of knowledge construction, and the
environment that best situates the student for learning. The following sections will

53. Ibid.
54. Plank, Discovering, 85; Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 56.
55. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 10–12.
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examine the assembly line and greenhouse model, and the final part of this chapter will
focus on the pilgrim model.
The Factory Model: Adults Teaching to Students
The factory model is the backbone of the educational system.56 In the factory
model children are passive learners viewed as raw materials, such as blank slates or wet
cement.57 Teachers give children the knowledge needed to progress through each agegraded classroom like a product slowly moving on the production line, assembled by the
tools of curriculum design and learning instruction.58 At the end of the line, students take
a final standardized test, or the final inspection, and graduate from school.59 The
educational ministry of the church still reflects this model. Students receive information
about God and Scripture, accumulate it, and then pass the final exam in the waters of
baptism.
The Greenhouse Model: Adults Teaching for Students
The theory of human development contributed new insight into the learning
process. In the factory model teachers give knowledge to students. In contrast, in the
greenhouse model, teachers develop pedagogy that is for students, or student-centered.
Metaphorically, children are tiny, divine seeds in a greenhouse: the perfect environment
for receiving nurturing, age-appropriate education.60 In the greenhouse learning becomes

56. John D. Bransford, II, Ann L. Brown, and Rodney R. Cocking, eds., How People Learn:
Brain, Mind, Experience, and School, exp. ed. (Washington DC: National Academy Press, 2000), 132.
57. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 10.
58. Bransford, Brown, and Cocking, How People Learn, 132.
59. Ibid.
60. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 11.
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fun with lessons that incorporate “all five senses, body movement, visual aids, and active
involvement.”61 Children arrive to the classroom with prior knowledge that teachers
activate with well-prepared, developmentally appropriate lessons so that learners
construct new knowledge.62 Children have some agency in their own learning and
maturing but only with help and supervision from adults.63
Assembly Line and Greenhouse Models in Christian Education
The factory and greenhouse models have their place in education. Each offers
educational strategies for knowledge construction that is still utilized in the classroom.
Each model treats learners with respect for their ability to learn. Additionally, each theory
improved education from its unique place in history. Yet as with all other disciplines,
new best practices emerge thus de-emphasizing past strategies as criticisms emerge. The
criticisms of the factory and greenhouse models in Christian education move beyond the
evolution of educational theory. Consequently, they do not reflect the importance of
community and the process of mirror, mentor, and mature in spiritual formation.
The emergence of Sunday School during the early 1900s, as described in chapter
1, reflects this assembly line model of giving the right Bible knowledge to children by
age and separating them from the faith community. Much like secular education, the
“teacher to student” method of instruction evolved so much so that by 1957 Time
magazine called Sunday School “the most wasted hour of the week.”64 A decade or so

61. Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 39.
62. Bransford, Brown, and Cocking, How People Learn, 132.
63. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 11.
64. John H. Westerhoff, III, Will Our Children Have Faith?, 3rd ed. (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse,
2000), Kindle edition, ch. 1.
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later, John Westerhoff, a theologian and Christian educator, began to study and critique
the popular educational model of the church. In 1976, Westerhoff released the book Will
Our Children Have Faith?, which offered critical, theological reflection on the state of
Christian education in churches:
Since the turn of the century, in spite of nods to other possibilities, Christian
educators and local churches have functioned according to a schoolinginstructional paradigm. That is, our image of education has been founded upon
some sort of a “school” as the context and some form of instruction as the means.
Seminaries, denominational bureaucracies, educational professionals, and local
church lay persons have all shared this common perspective.65
The schooling-instructional model, Westerhoff’s term for the assembly line model,
engages children as passive recipients with adults “asserting their power over them.”66 He
contends, “The language of teaching, learning, behavioral objectives, and subject matter
tend to produce a mind-set that results in the tendency to inflict on children adult ways of
being in the world.”67 Children are stripped of their agency as they are
“victimized by this schooling-instructional understanding of religious education and
imprisoned by its implications.”68 Westerhoff’s views on Christian education shape
ministers and leaders into the present. Later, this paper will describe how Westerhoff
informed the pilgrim model and its relational implications of “teachers with students.”
In 2013, Csinos and Beckwith published Children’s Ministry in the Way of Jesus.
Like Westerhoff, they criticized the current state of children’s ministry, now influenced
by both the factory line and greenhouse models. They describe one of the fundamental

65. Ibid.
66. Ibid.
67. Ibid.
68. Ibid.
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issues taken up in this chapter—that education has been about leading children to the
waters of baptism:
Ministry with children that focuses solely on helping kids “learn the right things”
tends to operate on the assumption that what matters most to the life of faith is
one’s ability to understand and articulate correct doctrine. In some circles, a focus
on the acquisition of knowledge is based on the belief that a proper theological
knowledge of Christ’s crucifixion is key to salvation.69
Learning the “correct things in correct ways” moves children toward an acceptance of
Christ and even conveys that they will “cross some invisible boundary from being
separated from God to being united with God.”70 These elements “rob children of their
God-ordained status of full and complete human beings, and they undermine their inherit
spiritual capacities that they possess.”71 In addition, “children are seen more for what
they ought to become rather than for what they are as children and considered valued for
their future potential instead of their current value.”72 Criticism of the factory line and
greenhouse models leads Westerhoff, in the 1970s, to pose the question, “What does it
mean to be Christian, together?”73 In order to answer this question, a third option needs to
be considered—ministry with children. Ministry with children views children as spiritual
and whole individuals, being shaped in the image of Christ, and responding with others to
the promptings of the Spirit. It speaks to the primacy of community within spiritual
formation.

69. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 54.
70. Ibid., 55.
71. Ibid, 56.
72. Ibid.
73. Westerhoff, Will Our Children, ch. 4.
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Children’s Spirituality and Formation
In the introduction to this chapter, I used Dallas Willard’s definition of spiritual
formation, which is “the process whereby the inmost being of the individual (the heart,
will, and spirit) takes on the quality or character of Jesus himself.”74 Willard’s definition
captures the mystery of humans as spiritual beings as well as physical ones. In the
previous discussion about knowledge acquisition, developmental continuums, and adultto-student relationships, it is obvious that the spiritual reality is missing. This reality
creates a different goal than simply to educate children in Scripture. It acknowledges the
comingling of our spirit with God’s Spirit and the product of that relationship—a life
formed through Christ.
Children’s Spirituality
Children’s spirituality does not have educational or developmental goals to be
achieved. Rather, it is a stance of openness to the Spirit. Rebecca Nye describes this
stance as “God’s ways of being with children and children’s ways of being with God.”75
Being with God is a natural part of life that happens formally and informally.76
Informally, children lead a life with God wherein every experience is an opportunity to
make meaning of their life with God. Formally, parents, teachers, and mentors use
intentional opportunities to help children notice how they are with God. When we
understand the organic nature of spirituality—that children have both informal and
formal spiritual experiences—we begin to understand spiritual formation as an unforced

74. Willard, The Great Omission, 53.
2009), 5.

75. Rebecca Nye, Children’s Spirituality: What It Is and Why It Matters (London: Church House,
76. Ibid., 6.
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process that “affirms children as whole spiritual persons” with spiritual agency.77
Children are spiritual beings in relationship with God from the very beginning.78
Therefore, churches need to understand the concept of spiritual formation and the role it
plays in maturing children as disciples.
Children’s Spiritual Formation
The life-long process of spiritual formation mentors children to notice God, to
mirror Christ in their actions, and to mature in discipleship as they learn to follow Jesus
as closely as they can. Jeffrey Greenman offers a definition that is slightly different from
Willard’s; spiritual formation is “our continuing response to the reality of God’s grace
shaping us into the likeness of Jesus Christ, through the work of the Holy Spirit, in the
community of faith for the sake of the world.”79 A sustained response to God requires the
ability to self-reflect, identify, and pursue opportunities of spiritual growth. The field of
education calls this process metacognition.80 Researched extensively and supported by
neuroscience, metacognitive strategies shape current educational practices just as
attention to spiritual formation matures young disciples.81 Spiritual formation cannot be
done to or for children. Spiritual formation happens with children.
Pilgrims on the Journey: Introducing Discipleship
Robert Coles, in his classic work The Spiritual Life of Children, concludes that
children as well as adults are “wanderers, explorers, adventurers . . . and now and then

77. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 57–58.
78. Ibid., 57.
79. Greenman, “Spiritual Formation,” 24.
80. Bransford, Brown, and Cocking, How People Learn, 47.
81. For more information see ch. 1 and 2 of Bransford.
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pilgrims.”82 Pilgrims do not journey alone; they journey with others. With others in
community children have agency to make meaning of their experiences.83 Children “are
contributing members of our faith communities they are our fellow theologians who
share, collaborate and at times butt heads with us as we wrestle with theology together.”84
Children can reclaim their place in the Scriptural community described early in this
chapter. As pilgrims on the journey with adults, children mirror the actions of adults,
mentor in discipleship, and mature in their faith.
Conclusion
Spiritual formation moves the church beyond the event of salvation as a goal for
children and into a process of identity formation for the sake of discipleship. Spiritual
formation occurs in community with children. Community creates the opportunity for
children to “do what I do” or mirror the actions of more mature disciples. These disciples
mentor children, inviting children “to do it with me.” Finally, children mature in faith
into their own discipleship to do it on their own. This process is cyclical; every disciple
engages in mirroring, mentoring, and maturing at the same time. Despite the knowledge
regarding this, church leaders and ministers suffer from a lack of clarity of the practice of
children’s ministry because the goals are obtuse. The goal of spiritual formation unfolds
as Christians practice their discipleship, their continued response to God’s grace, and
joining in God’s kingdom work. Thus a vision for the practice of children’s ministry and
the minister’s role in leading the ministry may be situated in an understanding of what it
means to be a disciple. As the next chapter will show, the concept of discipleship has
82. Robert Coles, The Spiritual Life of Children (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1990), 335.
83. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 12.
84. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 74.
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deteriorated over the centuries and stands to be reclaimed, redefined, and practiced within
our churches.

CHAPTER III
THE PRACTICE AND MINISTRY OF DISCIPLESHIP
Children are pilgrims on a journey, forming their identity within the faith
community as they mirror what others do, receive mentoring and guidance as they live
out their discipleship, and mature and own their discipleship. As evidenced in Scripture,
Jesus perfectly exampled a godly life to his disciples, prepared them for ministry, and
sent them out to preach the gospel. Identity formation still requires a reciprocal
relationship, like that of Jesus with his disciples, with more mature others. Children’s
ministers lead the church in spiritually formative ministry situated in a community of
practice.
Discipleship
Effective spiritual formation needs intentional discipleship within a community of
practice. In The Great Omission, Dallas Willard states that churches do not know what
intentional discipleship is or how to accomplish it.1
But in the place of Christ’s plan, historical drift has substituted ‘Make converts (to
a particular ‘faith and practice’) and baptize them into church membership.’ This
causes two great omissions from the Great Commission to stand out. Most
importantly, we start by omitting the making of disciples and enrolling people as
Christ’s students, when we should let all else wait for that. Then we also omit, of
necessity, the step of taking our converts through training that will bring them
ever-increasingly to do what Jesus directed.2

1. Dallas Willard, The Great Omission, 56.
2. Ibid., 5–6.
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Of discipleship Willard says that we have “no other God-appointed business but this, and
we must allow all else to fall away if it will.”3 Like many other Christian traditions, the
Churches of Christ continue to emphasize conversion and baptism over discipleship,
especially in children’s ministry. Doing ministry with children is dependent upon
defining and reclaiming an understanding of Christian discipleship.
Faith and Discipleship
Discipleship flows from maturing faith. Faith is not a developmental outcome, a
doctrine, or a human activity.4 Faith is a “gift from God. It is an act of grace, in which
God chooses to be in relationship with humanity.”5 Caught and taught through the actions
of more mature Christians, faith shapes the identity of children as disciples. These
disciples are individuals living out their commitment to God as they learn to follow Jesus,
listen to the Spirit, and participate in God’s mission to serve and transform the world.6
Faithful disciples continually learn to follow Jesus as closely as possible.7
Scripture reveals Jesus’ discipleship method. For example, Jesus calls Peter,
Andrew, James, and John to leave their careers as fishermen and to follow him (Matt
4:18–22). Joined by others, these disciples travel with Jesus, listen to Jesus’ teachings,

3. Ibid., 225.
4. Karen Marie Yust, Real Kids, Real Faith: Practices for Nurturing Children’s Spiritual Lives
(San Francisco: Josey-Bass, 2004), 4.
5. Ibid.
6. This definition and several others are adapted from Cahalan, Introducing the Practice of
Ministry. As the curriculum process team met for the project discussed in chapter 4, the concensus was
reached that many of Cahalan’s definitions, while theologically sound, were not going to be inviting to the
ears of our intended audience. In many cases we did not change the theological direction of her definitions,
only made it more palatable to members of the Churches of Christ.
7. Scottie May et al., Children Matter, 50.
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and observe Jesus’ actions.8 Daily, Jesus teaches, heals, and drives out demons as he goes
from town to town (Matt 8-9). The disciples do as Jesus does, and Jesus mentors them in
ministry. As their faith matures, Jesus sends them from town to town to practice their
discipleship and to “proclaim that the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matt 10:7).
With authority they minister on behalf of Jesus. But this is only a beginning; a couple of
chapters later, the disciples reappear, and the process begins again (Matt 12).
The interaction between Jesus and his followers formed their identity as disciples
of Christ. In relationship, teaching moments and opportunities to ask questions occur
regularly, yet the disciples still struggled with their doubts and faith.9 These disciples
made a lifetime commitment to God, followed Jesus’ example, listened to the Spirit, and
participated in God’s mission to serve and transform the world. Within their community
of practice, the disciples were prepared to take the gospel to the world; thus Christianity
took root.
Sociocultural Learning and Communities of Practice
Learning occurs in communities. Lev Vygotsky articulates the sociocultural, or
relational, aspects of learning theory within community of practice.10 He describes three
zones of developmental activity: 1) the zone of actual development, where the learner
actually is developmentally; 2) the zone of potential development, where the learner
potentially could or should be; and 3) the zone of assistance required for a learner to
move from the zone of actual development to the zone of potential development.11

8. For example, the crowds following Jesus in Matthew 5–7 when Jesus delivers the Sermon on
the Mount.
9. A selection of passages in which the disciples struggle with their faith: Matt 14:13–21; 14:22–
33; 15:32–39; 17:6; 17:19–20; 28:17.
10. Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 101.
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Learners inhabit each of the three zones, moving between the zones as they encounter
new information and grow in confidence in what they know. The movement between the
zones requires help from others, or scaffolding, to move from the zone of actual
development to the zone of potential development. Fluid in nature, this process resembles
the process of mirror, mentor, and mature discussed throughout this paper. As a result,
sociocultural learning theory confirms the importance of doing ministry with children
focused on maturing discipleship.
Intergenerational Spiritual Formation and Communities of Practice
Like-age Bible classes do help children learn, but intergenerational faith
communities provide opportunities for children and adults to cojourney in discipleship,
together. Allen and Ross, researchers on intergenerational spiritual formation, state, “At
first, learners are relatively peripheral in the activities of the community, but as they
become more experienced and adept, their participation becomes more central and must
be legitimate; that is, they must actually practice the activities themselves, not just
observe or receive instruction about them.”12 Intergenerational communities provide the
opportunity for children to practice their discipleship in a scaffolded environment. This is
most effective when an intentional plan of discipleship is shared by the entire
community.13 This intentional plan needs to engage all participants “in core practices”
and invite the participants to “exercise their gifts as vital members of the body of

11. Ibid., 102. Allen and Ross quote the work of James R. Estep, Jr., “Spiritual Formation as
Social: Toward a Vygotskyan Developmental Perspective,” (paper presented to North American Professors
of Christian Education Annual Conference, San Diego, CA, October 1999), 15.
12. Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 103.
13. Mercer, Welcoming Children, 172.
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Christ.”14 A critical assessment will identify appropriate practices that are positive,
provide space for meaning-making, and lead to maturing discipleship.15
The Six Practices of Discipleship
Intentional children’s ministry, grounded in spiritual formation, provides an
opportunity to engage in six distinct practices of discipleship with children as they follow
the ways of Jesus.16 Individually and communally, these practices draw children and
adults closer to God. Drawing upon language used in Kathleen Cahalan’s book,
Introducing the Practice of Ministry, the six practices are:17
1. Children learn about and identify themselves within God’s unfolding story.
2. Children worship God with intent to love, adore, and devote themselves to
God.
3. Children proclaim (tell) others about their faith in a way that connects with
others and invites them into God’s unfolding story.
4. Children show hospitality and forgiveness to others for the sake of the
kingdom.
5. Children participate in the brokenness of the world through acts of
compassion, justice, and mercy.
6. Children utilize their resources in a manner that glorifies God.18

14. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry in the Way of Jesus, 115.
15. Mercer, Welcoming Children, 173. Mercer and others discuss the possibility of negative
formation—children and others formed counter to the witness of Scripture by taking on unhealthy attitudes
from their community of practice or misunderstanding their community of practice’s beliefs.
16. Adapted from Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 61.
17. See appendix C.
18. For a complete discussion of each of the roles of the disciple, see ch. 1 of Cahalan, Introducing
the Practice of Ministry.
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Christians lead a peculiar life, formed in a peculiar identity, with peculiar practices and
peculiar behavior.19 Christian identity requires that we “open ourselves to new
experiences, new ways of imagining the world, and new ways of making meaning for
ourselves and our children.”20 The six practices of discipleship provide a foundation for
formation when they are intentionally nurtured communities of practice.21
Learning
God’s story shapes every Christian. This story becomes known through Scripture
and through experience. Csinos and Beckwith state, “We are actors in God’s story—
children, youth, and adults together are protagonists who tell and retell the story through
our lives and are transported into it and become part of the living story. We direct the
storyline and advance the plot.”22 The practice of learning encourages children to study
the script and to allow knowledge to shape the view of the world through spiritual eyes.
Children develop a rational faith when they know about God and know God.23 The
practice of learning includes knowing facts about Scripture, balanced with coming to the
text in a posture of wonder, questions, and doubts.24 Children learn that they have a place
19. John H. Westerhoff III, Will Our Children Have Faith, ch. 1.
20. Yust, Real Kids, 29.
21. Joyce Ann Mercer, Deborah L. Matthews, and Scott Walz, “Children in Congregations:
Congregations as Contexts for Children’s Spiritual Growth,” in Children’s Spirituality: Christian
Perspectives, Research, and Applications, ed. Donald Ratcliff (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2004), 263.
Mercer, Matthews, and Walz additionally offer this reflection on practices within the local church: “Finally,
we notice that amidst the shared faith heritage and meanings implicit in many Christian practices, practices
with children have a strongly contextual character. That is, each congregational context shapes and
reshapes particular practices in relation to its own identity and culture, such that the same practice may look
different and mean something quite different in two congregations.”
22. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 89.
23. Westerhoff, Will Our Children, ch. 1
24. Dana Pemberton, “Respect the Text and Respect the Children: Reconsidering Our Approaches
to Bible School,” in Along the Way: Conversations About Children and Faith, eds. Ron Bruner and Dana
Kennamer Pemberton (Abilene, TX: ACU Press, 2015), 184 and 186.
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in the metanarrative and ask, “Where is God in this story?”25 Knowledge of Scripture,
moral teachings, and behavioral outcomes cease to be the purpose for teaching Bible
stories to children.26 Instead, they are equipped to encounter God as God’s story unfolds
in their lives.27
Worshiping
James K. A. Smith writes that “worship is the arena in which God recalibrates our
hearts, reforms our desires, and rehabituates our loves.”28 Christian worship is the heart
of discipleship, the moment in which the Spirit invades our space, creating opportunity to
both worship God and be transformed by God.29 Throughout the ages the liturgy of the
church shaped worship, gave it depth and breadth, and enculturated disciples as residents
of the kingdom.30 Often, though, children miss the opportunity to join intergenerational
worship as they engage in age-appropriate activities elsewhere.31 For this reason, the
church needs to be intentional about drawing children into spiritually formative
intergenerational worship that provides opportunity for children to both express and
reflect on their relationship with God.

25. Ibid., 186.
26. Sharon Watkins Short, “The Story that Grew: The Metanarrative of Scripture as Recounted by
Storytellers in the Bible,” in Understanding Children’s Spirituality: Theology, Research, and Practice, ed.
Kevin E. Lawson (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2012), 39.
27. Ibid., 57.
28. James K. A. Smith, You Are What You Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit (Grand Rapids:
Brazos, 2016), 77.
29. Ibid., 68 and 70.
30. Ibid., 66.
31. Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 195.
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David Csinos describes the expressive and reflective approaches to worship. First,
the expressive approach invites children into outward expressions of praise and adoration
of God with their community of faith.32 Their churches may put a heavy emphasis on
music, singing, or drama—activities that captivate the attention of children and help them
feel the presence of God—while also providing one of the greatest opportunities for
discipleship that the church has to offer.33 Yet children are often onlookers in
congregational worship, participating in worship services designed with adults in mind.34
Effective discipleship through expressive worship invites children into the
intergenerational worship that is planned and executed for children and adults alike.35
It is important to note that worship is not just an outward, emotional, and
communal encounter with God. The reflective approach invites children to experience the
transcendence of God, moments that words often fail to communicate adequately.36 This
style is comfortable with the mystery of God, “putting significant worth in quiet and
silence, listening and hearing” as they seek spiritual union with God.37 Yet children have
little quiet time in their life. Karen Yust explains, “Far from being deprived by the
intentional creation of silence in their lives, children need times of intentional quietness
and stillness to remain in touch with their spirit and the divine force that animates
them.”38 Unfortunately, silence and inactivity with children is intimidating for many

32. May et al., Children Matter, 227.
33. David M. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 60; May et al., Children Matter, 228.
34. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 162.
35. Ibid.
36. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 61.
37. Ibid.
38. Yust, Real Kids, 96.
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adults.39 And those drawn to reflective worship are often the least represented in
churches, leaving fewer adults to mentor children in this powerful discipline of worship.40
Therefore, intentional effort is needed to create quiet, reflective space so that children
learn to listen for God’s voice, begin intentional conversations with God, and reflect on
God’s presence within their own lives.41
Proclaiming
Proclamation of God’s story is the third practice of discipleship. It is difficult to
think of children proclaiming the gospel from the pulpit or from the street corner.
However, given the opportunity, children will tell about their faith in God. In fact,
Amanda Hontz Drury believes that testimony is essential to adolescent spiritual
formation.42 As teens tell their God-story, they do more than describe how God works in
their lives, they construct, maintain, and strengthen their identity in God, developing and
deepening their authentic faith.43 When they share testimony, they invite their faith
community to affirm their testimony, help refine their understanding of God, and redirect misunderstandings.44 A culture of testimony in a community of practice creates a
39. Suzetta Nutt, “Practicing Spiritual Disciplines with Children,” in Along the Way:
Conversations about Children and Faith, eds. Ron Bruner and Dana Kennamer Pemberton (Abilene, TX:
ACU Press, 2015), 198–200. In this chapter Suzetta Nutt shares her personal story of introducing quiet and
stillness to more than sixty children in her ministry.
40. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 62.
41. Nutt, “Practicing Spiritual Disciplines,” 203; Yust, Real Kids, 120; Kathleen A. Cahalan,
Introducing the Practice of Ministry, 7–8.
42. Amanda Hontz Drury, Saying Is Believing: The Necessity of Testimony in Adolescent Spiritual
Development (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2015), 19.
43. Ibid., 25 and 68. Drury’s work focuses on adolescence, and she makes a legitimate point that
identity formation is the predominate work of this developmental stage (65). Children, too, have a story to
tell, and learning to tell their story early provides practice in articulating both their story and God’s story.
As children mature toward adolescence, they acquire the ability to determine the “plot” of their story
interwoven into God’s story (65).
44. Ibid., 76 and 86.
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“story-formed people” and provides opportunity for children to acquire the language
necessary to articulate their own faith as they mature.45
Hospitality and Forgiveness
Children are capable of engaging in hospitality and forgiveness for the sake of the
kingdom.46 “The concept of hospitality reinforces the values of belonging, giving thanks
for the gift of faith, and extending the fruits of our giftedness to others. All persons are
called to share the gifts they have been given so that God’s realm may come in all its
fullness.”47 Belonging is nurtured through the friendships of children with one another.48
These relationships are “more equal and mutual” than hierarchal, as many adult to child
relationships tend to be.49 Within peer relationships children are challenged to “think of
other’s feelings, to engage in perspective-taking, to be sensitive to others’ needs, and to
protect each other and help each other with emotional support.”50 Peer relationships
provide children with a sense of how they fit with others and what giftedness they bring
to the relationship.51 Yust reminds her readers that “children are no less gifted than

45. Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 224; Shannon Rains, “Children
Serving and Proclaiming Christ: Joining the Mission of the Church,” in Along the Way: Conversations
about Children and Faith, eds. Ron Bruner and Dana Kennamer Pemberton (Abilene, TX: ACU Press,
2015), 212.
46. Kelly S. Flanagan and Rebecca L. Loveall, “Forgiveness, Peer Relations, and Children’s
Spirituality,” in Understanding Children’s Spirituality: Theology, Research, and Practice ed. Kevin
Lawson (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2012), 382.
47. Yust, Real Kids, 16.
48. Flanagan and Loveall, “Forgiveness,” 380.
49. Ibid.
50. Ibid.
51. Ibid.
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adults, although their gifts may manifest themselves differently at various ages and stages
of their lives.”52 As children utilize their gifts, the kingdom breaks in.
Forgiveness is also a necessary action to maintain relationships. Part of the human
experience includes actions that hurt one another. Radical love emulates the forgiveness
that God has extended and that leads to reconciliation of all things. The discipline of
forgiveness, then, is necessary to bring the world into reconciliation with God. Some say
that children are more capable of practicing radical forgiveness as they are often
powerless in relationships with their adult caregivers and, when hurt, need to practice
forgiveness.53 By choice, they extend this practice to others as they cultivate the
discipline of offering and receiving forgiveness.54 In doing so, they learn to live at peace
with others in relationship, embodying God’s love to the world.55
Mercy
Children participate in the brokenness of the world through acts of compassion,
justice, and mercy. Children confront many injustices through their actions, such as
racism, sexism, lack of basic needs, caring for victims of crime, political unrest, or
natural disasters.56 As children enter into the pain and suffering of the world in ageappropriate ways, they bring the kingdom to bear.57 Breaking children free from the
bubble that they live in, within their own community and culture, enables children to

52. Yust, Real Kids, 16.
53. Flanagan and Loveall, “Forgiveness,” 383.
54. Ibid.
55. Ibid., 392.
56. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 163.
57. Rains, “Children Serving,” 210.
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assess the dominant stories told within their midst.58 The stories that “clamor the loudest
for our attention and allegiance—are usually written by winners. But there are other
stories—those kept alive by the memories of those who lost, who were captured,
oppressed, marginalized and murdered.”59 Mercy becomes possible when Christians can
recognize the world’s multiple stories and claim God’s one story of redemption for all
people.
Children learn mercy as they serve those in need alongside their community of
practice. Through mentoring relationships children develop a deeper understanding of
hurt in the world.60 Serving together in relationship also creates an opportunity in which
“all are stretched spiritually and emotionally .. as people cling to Christ and to one
another.”61 Spiritual growth does not come just from the service itself but from
conversation and prayer as children and adults reflect on the activity together.62 Mercy, as
a spiritual discipline, thrives in an intergenerational setting in which spiritual formation is
reciprocal for both children and adults.63
Stewardship
Children practice stewardship when they use their resources in a manner that
glorifies God. Children can actively practice stewardship of nature; they can learn fiscal
responsibility; they can care for their bodies, and they can develop habits early in life that

58. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 82; Rains, “Children Serving,” 208.
59. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 82.
60. Rains, “Children Serving,” 213.
61. Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 233.
14.

62. Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 235; Rains, “Children Serving,” 213–
63. Rains, “Children Serving,” 213.
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have a significant impact over their lifespan. Nurturing the practice of stewardship with
children partners children with others to care for God’s kingdom resources.
Creation care is one example of stewardship emphasized by contemporary culture
in educating children.64 The church has the opportunity to come alongside contemporary
culture with a positive, theocentric stance on the stewardship of creation, which
“motivates and energises us to become involved in restoring creation, towards becoming
all God has intended it to be.”65 Responsible stewardship includes recognizing the
“harmony, unity, purity, and integrity of creation” as God intended it, to “conserve and
preserve creation resources,” to live “responsible lifestyles,” and to “accept rights and
privileges of all of God’s community and creation.”66 Children care for creation by being
intentional in choices that impact the environment and by developing a lifetime of habits
that honor God through creation.67
Stewardship of resources is not limited to creation care. Managing financial
resources and caring for one’s body create two other opportunities to engage this
discipline. In a consumeristic culture, fiscal responsibility is a countercultural approach
that may benefit God’s kingdom purposes.68 This includes learning healthy spending,

64. Douglas J. Moo. Creation Care: A Biblical Theology of the Natural World (Biblical Theology
for Life) (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018), Kindle edition, 25.
65. Ken Gnanakan, “Creation, Christians and Environmental Stewardship,” Evangelical Review of
Theology 30, no. 2 (Apr. 2006), 119; Moo, Creation Care, 183.
66. Gnanakan, “Creation,” 120.
67. For examples of creation care practices that may be attended to throughout life, see Moo,
Creation Care, 222–34.
68. Throughout her book, Mercer presents an extended evaluation of the impact of the consumer
culture on children. Mercer believes the consumer culture marginalizes and oppresses children when it
offers goods and services that attract children’s attention for the sole purpose of profits. She says that
Christianity offers a “radical alternative that locates personhood, identity, and worth not in the display of
acquired commodities but in their identities as God’s children.” (p. 111) For Mercer this a subversive act
against culture and stands in need of considerable intentionality as a practice of discipleship. For a full
discussion of this topic, see ch. 3 of Mercer.
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giving, and saving habits. Children can learn to budget wisely, avoid impulsive
purchases, and learn that unreasonable debt hinders the ability to bless others with their
money. They can enable the disciplines of mercy and hospitality by freely giving of their
resources. And they can prepare for their financial needs by saving money, which also
prepares them to give to kingdom work as the need arises.
Bodily stewardship is closely related to financial stewardship. Early in childhood,
children learn habits that carry long-term consequences. Healthy eating habits, sleeping
habits, physical activity, good hygiene habits, and avoidance of harmful substances
respect the body and ward off a plethora of future health issues. As image bearers, God
created all people with remarkable bodies that thrive when used as God intended.69
Conclusion
Holistic ministry begins with a view toward discipling children as individuals
living out their commitment to God as they learn to follow Jesus, listen to the Spirit, and
participate in God’s mission to serve and transform the world. These practices, when
nurtured in children, move children away from a compartmentalized faith.70 Children live
out their faith in the whole of their lives, following Jesus closely in every moment.71
Children possess the agency to deepen their spiritual selves and to take action on behalf
of the kingdom. Even so, adults are crucial to the spiritual formation process. Reclaiming
discipleship as the purpose of spiritual formation refocuses the energy of the church and

69. A study of Christian virtue and vices would provide deeper reflection on the embodiment of
these spiritual disciplines. That study is beyond the scope of this paper.
70. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 182.
71. Ibid.
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the children’s ministry away from a predominantly educational model toward a
communal practice of Christian discipleship.
Ministers as Disciplers: The Role of the Children’s Minister
The burgeoning educational ministry in many churches created the need for
children’s ministers to coordinate the details of this ministry. Churches developed job
descriptions and hired ministers as a reaction to the needs of a children’s education
program. In the beginning this adequately addressed the vision of children’s ministry and
the role of the children’s minister in carrying out that vision. Now, though, informed
children’s ministers embrace spiritual formation and hope to provide opportunities for
children mirror their faith communities, receive mentoring from faithful Christians, and
mature in their discipleship. Education ministry is still important as long as it is balanced
with the other practices of discipleship. Tension between church leaders and children’s
ministers exists when each embrace a different vision for the practice of children’s
ministry.72 Church leaders and ministers that pursue a unified vision will need to answer
the question, “What is a children’s minister, and how do they practice children’s
ministry?”73
A minister is a disciple called to the vocation of discipling others.74 Cahalan
defines vocation as “a calling that addresses the whole of life—who I am, what I do, and
how I live.”75 Vocation can be a confusing word. Throughout Cahalan’s book vocation
describes the multiple callings that God has on a person’s life, of which ministry is one.76
72. See chapter 1.
73. Bruner and Pemberton, 12.
74. Cahalan, Introducing the Practice, 50.
75. Ibid., 118.
76. Ibid., 27–30

63
In other circles, such as the Churches of Christ, vocation communicates a professional
career.77 However, even those who consider ministry a career would also consider
ministry a calling. Therefore, “the call to ministry is a distinct vocation insofar as
ministers are called to be stewards of discipleship, to be concerned about the whole of
discipleship for the sake of community.”78 Vocationally, children’s ministers invite and
equip parents, ministry leaders, and volunteers into appropriate practices of discipleship
with children as they learn to follow Jesus, listen to the Spirit, and participate in God’s
mission to serve and transform the world.
Children’s ministers engage in the six practices of ministry, practices that grow
out of one’s own discipleship for the sake of equipping another’s discipleship.79 These
include80
1. Practice of teaching: The act of discipling children, volunteers, and parents
through the active engagement of God’s unfolding story in the world
2. Practice of prayer and worship: The act of inviting disciples into communal,
creative, meaningful, and prayerful spaces with the intent to love, adore, and
devote oneself to God
3. Practice of proclamation: The act of communicating the Good News in a way
that it connects with the listeners and emboldens disciples to live out God’s
unfolding story in the world
4. Practice of pastoral care: The act of inviting disciples into relationships with
all others that are centered in hospitality and forgiveness for the sake of the
kingdom

77. The curriculum process team described in discussed the word vocation and determined that it
would communicate only “career” to Church of Christ ears.
78. Cahalan, Introducing the Practice, 67.
79. Ibid., 58.
80. See appendix C.
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5. Practice of social mercy and justice: The act of inviting children, volunteers,
and parents to participate in the brokenness of the world through acts of
compassion, justice, and proclamation
6. Practice of administration: The act of stewardship of the resources utilized by
the church for the purposes of ministry81
Focus on the six practices of ministry will naturally align a children’s ministry with the
six practices of discipleship. Like the competencies of the children’s minister discussed
in chapter 1, the six practices of ministry provide a framework for describing the role and
responsibilities of the children’s minister.
Conclusion
Children’s ministers lead the church in spiritually formative ministry situated in a
community of practice. As described above, this ministry will look different from the
educational ministries of the past. A ministry formed around the concept of discipleship
may need to let go of past practices rooted in the goals of Christian education. The goals
of spiritual formation and the goals of education are different, but they are not exclusive
to one another. Children’s ministers can help guide the church in selecting activities and
educational goals that fit the practices of discipleship. Ministers will invite children into
God’s unfolding story to wonder, opening their imaginations and honing their ability to
sense and respond to the Spirit’s presence in their lives.82 Ministers sensitive to spiritual
formation may assess long-held practices and traditions, such as Vacation Bible School,
however successful and well-loved, and shape those to encourage discipleship of children
and the spiritual formation of those who attend.83 With this in mind children’s ministers

81. Adapted from Cahalan, Introducing the Practice, 58.
82. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 87.
83. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 76–78; Mercer, Welcoming Children, 147.
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will consider opportunities to bring children and adults together in their practice of
discipleship, challenging the age-graded models of ministry.84 Each of these goals may be
quite different from those of the ministry leaders’, parents’, and volunteers’ perception of
the role of the children’s minister and the practice of children’s ministry.85
As children’s ministers lead the church toward a vision of discipleship, this new
vision of ministry requires deep systemic changes that may affect the entire congregation.
Practical children’s ministry books coach ministers to cast a vision, help people buy into
the vision, and lead the church to implement that vision.86 A more effective change
management strategy invites all stakeholders to the table, equips them with new
information, and invites them to create a shared vision for the practice of ministry.
Congregational stakeholders, parents, and church leaders will need to understand children
as spiritual agents and to understand the goal of spiritual formation as well as have a
grasp on the six practices of discipleship to then determine what children’s ministers are
to do and how they ought to do it. The next chapter will describe the efforts of
experienced children’s ministry leaders in creating a curriculum that, when implemented,

84. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 49. See 156–57 for a more detailed discussion of
justice seeking and 140–54 for additional discussion of intergenerational communities. Allen and Ross’s
Intergenerational Christian Formation, offer a complete discussion of the opportunity for child-adult
partnership.
85. Csinos and Beckwith, Children’s Ministry, 195.
86. Many practical level children’s ministry books offer instruction on leading change in
children’s ministry by casting vision and getting people on board with the change. For example, see Pat
Cimo and Matt Markins, Leading KidMin: How to Drive Real Change in Children’s Ministry (Chicago:
Moody, 2016). This book encourages ministers to help the church catch the minister’s vision for ministry,
influence congregational leaders to move toward this vision, and lead effectively in the relationships key to
children’s ministry. These books can be extremely helpful in creating programmatic change. The kind of
change I am suggesting in this paper, however, is much deeper and requires more than casting a good
vision for a good program. Csinos and Beckwith clearly address this reality when they warn that reforming
the purpose of children’s ministry to make disciples is often thwarted by the uncritical use of resources that
follow successful children’s ministry models instead of deep theological reflection on goal of forming
disciples.
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will assist congregational leaders in creating a shared vision of ministry steeped in
spiritual formation with the goal of creating maturing followers of Jesus.

CHAPTER IV
METHODOLOGY
The previous chapters described the context of children’s ministry within the
Churches of Christ, explored the spiritual formation of children and purpose of children’s
ministry, and proposed a framework of children’s ministry rooted in discipleship. This
chapter will describe a project that invited a curriculum process team of children’s
ministers, educators, and leaders to design a workshop curriculum for use within a
church. This workshop introduces the concepts of spiritual formation and discipleship
and leads a church leadership into a conversation that includes determining the purpose
of the children’s ministry and role of the children’s minister.
Qualitative Research
I utilized qualitative research methods to design a curriculum with the input and
direction of the curriculum process team that facilitates a church leadership’s capacity to
cast a cohesive vision for the practice of children’s ministry within their congregational
context.
Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It
consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible.
These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of
representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs,
recording, and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an
interpretive naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative
researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or
interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.1

1. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, eds., The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research,
4th ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2011), 3.
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The project required a curriculum process team to develop the curriculum. The team
consisted of ministers, leaders, and university faculty. Together, they explored the
complicated problem of developing a workshop for utilization in congregations affiliated
with the Churches of Christ. Qualitative methods gave the team freedom to determine
through discussion the themes necessary to develop an effective curriculum. Field notes
and written evaluations provided information to interpret the discussions that shaped the
development of the curriculum. In addition, the discussions and evaluations provided
opportunity for the team and the researcher to identity and address slippages in the
curriculum development process. This process allowed for the full diversity of the team’s
knowledge and experience to inform the preparation of a curriculum that is applicable for
most congregational contexts.
Overview of the Project Intervention
The intervention began in January of 2017 with an invitation to the participants to
form a curriculum process team. Once the participants committed to the project, they
received a copy of the prospectus. The curriculum process team read the prospectus to
orientate them to a common language and understanding of children’s spiritual formation.
In the spring of 2017, the team then participated in four sessions via video conference
and/or in person. To assess progress in identifying important topics included in the
curriculum, the project team completed mid-process and final evaluations of the project.
Finally, Ron Bruner, who served as the independent expert, evaluated the workshop
curriculum and reported on the perceived effectiveness of future implementation of the
workshop. Bruner holds a doctor of ministry from Abilene Christian University, has
contributed to current research on adolescent spiritual formation, and coedited the recent
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publication Along the Way: Conversations about Children and Faith, cited earlier in this
paper.
Selection of Participants
I used purposive sampling to select the curriculum process team participants.2 I
selected participants with a wide range of experiences who are actively serving in
children’s ministry. I was sensitive to invite males to the team although I did not achieve
a gender balance. The team consisted of the following:
1. A male chairperson of a children’s ministry team and children’s ministry
search committee in an urban church of 250–500 members. His team is
responsible for planning all children’s ministry programs and classes. He has a
bachelor’s degree in criminal justice, and he is completing a master of arts in
Christian ministry.
2. A male pulpit minister in a rural church of 101–250 members. He has a
bachelor’s degree in Christian ministry and has almost completed a master of
divinity. In addition, he has eight years of youth ministry experience and is
leading his congregation through a process to redesign and facilitate a deeper
understanding of children’s ministry.
3. A female children’s minister in a suburban church of 500–1000 with over a
decade of experience. She holds a terminal degree in education and a master
in family life education. In addition, she has interest in special needs ministry,
ministering to families in addiction recovery, and leading ministry in a diverse
socio-economic and cultural context.
4. A female children’s minister with a bachelor’s degree in youth ministry
serving in a suburban church of 500–1000. She has under five years of
experience in children’s ministry but more than fifteen years of ministry
experience as a missionary, youth leader, and music and worship minister.
5. A female children’s minister with an master of divinity who is writing her
thesis for a D.Min. She serves an urban church of 500–1000 members. She
has less than five years of children’s ministry experience but an additional
four years of private K–12 campus ministry experience.

2. I am deeply involved in the field of children’s ministry and well connected to many individuals
practicing and teaching children’s ministry. Tim Sensing describes purposive sampling in Qualitative
Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry Theses (Eugene, OR: Wipf &
Stock, 2011), 83.
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6. A male children’s minister with a bachelor’s degree in children’s ministry and
less than five years of full-time experience as well as multiple internships. He
serves in a suburban church of 250–500.
7. A female professor of education who has served on children’s ministry
leadership teams, volunteered in the children’s ministry for over thirty years,
and currently teaches a course to children’s ministry majors in addition to her
responsibilities as a leader and professor in her department. Her research
interests include topics such as children’s spiritual formation, and she is
frequently invited to speak at workshops on children’s ministry topics. She
serves in an urban church with an average attendance of 1000 members.
8. A student research assistant joined the team as an observer/note taker. She is a
junior children’s ministry major with multiple internship experiences, and
both of her parents are children’s ministers. As an observer/note-taker she
offered objective note-taking skills coupled with the ability to provide
evaluative reflections after each session.
The curriculum process team met in four sessions utilizing the video chat software
Livestream, provided by Lubbock Christian University. The opportunity to use this
software allowed a diverse team to be assembled without geographical boundaries.
Curriculum Process Team Expectations and Sessions
The curriculum process team completed two tasks before the project meetings
began. First, all the participants completed a Google form that provided their
demographics. Second, the team read the first three chapters of the prospectus. This
provided team members with a common orientation and language toward the research
problem. Instructions provided for this step included highlighting items of importance
and noting their own thoughts and conclusions before the first session took place.
The curriculum process team met in four sessions in the spring of 2017. The team
selected the time through feedback given in the initial survey indicating their ability to
meet in person if they were local to Lubbock or video conferencing utilizing Livestream.
There were no issues that arose from meeting with the local team members. However,
meeting over the internet created several challenges. Technology failed on occasion for a
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variety of reasons. Interruptions that were unavoidable occurred at the participants’
workplaces. However, the use of the internet option provided depth and variety to the
team without considerable financial burden.
Session 1: Orientation to the Project
There were three goals in the first session. First, the team identified key
stakeholders in the typical congregation that might participate in the workshop.3 These
leaders could include opinion leaders, invested parents, or leaders selected by the church
such as coordinators, deacons, ministry leaders, and elders. In addition, the ministry staff
plays a crucial role in shaping the vision of the church’s ministry, including children’s
ministry, and in the creation of the children’s minister job description. The team
identified the ministry staff as vitally important to the success of the workshop within the
local congregation.
Second, the team identified the average attention span of the invited stakeholders
as 2–2.5 hours. Through lived experiences, the team anticipated that the stakeholders
would have many other responsibilities within the church and personal lives. Therefore,
while there is much to say about the spiritual formation of children and children’s
ministry, it was important to consider carefully the information and activities presented as
well as the time commitment so that the workshop would be useful and well attended.

3. Stakeholders are those that have a personal stake in an organization. In churches primary
stakeholders, such as elders or key volunteers, are leaders in a change process. However, change will be
most effective when all stakeholders are considered and a representative from each group is invited. Before
a church seminar, a political map can be created to determine “players (who is in the game), power (how
much clout each player is likely to exercise, and interests (what each player wants)” in order to be certain
that all key stakeholders and change agents are invited to the seminar. Lee G. Bolman and Terrence E. Deal
offer additional discussion on this topic in Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice and Leadership (San
Francisco: Josey-Bass, 2008), 217. In addition, change theorist Michael Fullan warns that change occurs at
an individual level. This means that organizational change begins with personal ownership before
organizational ownership. As shared meaning is realized, organizational change is made possible (Michael
Fullan, The New Meaning of Educational Change [New York: Teacher College Press, 2007], 11–39).
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The remainder of the session focused on a discussion informed by the prospectus,
the participants’ experiences and their prior knowledge. As an icebreaker I asked the
team, “Do you see value in the prospectus material, and what are your initial reactions to
how it may be received within the local congregation?” This generated more discussion
than I had anticipated. This question not only broke the ice but helped to increase my
knowledge of the participants’ experiences and congregations. They agreed that most of
their congregations, both former and present, would find it difficult to articulate a vision
of spiritual formation of children, the practice of children’s ministry, or the role of the
children’s minister. In addition, two ministers identified the youth ministry and pulpit
ministry as also suffering from a lack of a cohesive vision within their contexts. This
suggests that the problems associated with casting a cohesive vision for any ministry
specialty is systemic within the local congregation.4
This icebreaker question continued to yield dividends as the conversation between
these experienced leaders began to flow from one topic to the next. I asked questions
when necessary, but the organic conversation progressed naturally among the
participants, who are well-informed leaders in the field. The curriculum process team

4. Systemic issues are well defined in literature on change management within a congregation.
Systemic issues often have a long history within a congregation and any tinkering with these issues will
cause anxiety within the system. As these leaders describe the failure to adequately define the vocation and
practice of ministry, regardless of the specialty, this is the first clue that this is not going to be simple.
There will be reasons for those beliefs and attitudes that run deep within a congregation. Friedman, A
Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix, calls this inability to affect change as
“imaginative gridlock” in which the system cannot imagine another way of accomplishing a task, nor can it
move toward creative solutions. At this point anxiety enters the system and the change process becomes
stalled or thwarted. These ministers are pointing out two big issues in creating change within their
congregations in terms of the vocation and practice of children’s ministry: 1) congregations may need to
change their point of view on what a minister “is” and “does,” and 2) congregations will struggle to change
their point of view on children’s spiritual formation and children’s ministry. See Edwin H. Friedman, A
Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix (New York: Seabury, 2007), and Peter L. Steinke,
A Door Set Open: Ground Change in Mission and Hope (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010).
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shifted the conversation from the need for this project to question why I had made the
choice to delimit the role of women from the project.5
Ideally, the workshop could address many of our concerns, but the reality, as one
team member pointed out, is that “we will only have them breathing the same air for 2.5
hours, what work can they do before and after the meeting?” These comments and the
agreement shown amongst the team gave direction to a final product, recognizing their
context through hands-on projects. However, creation of a vision document, purpose
statement, or job description would require more time. The workshop needed to empower
stakeholders with information on the spiritual formation of children, discipleship, and
children’s ministry. The team recognized that a crash course could not do the topic
justice. Therefore, the team suggested that workshop participants needed the following
“fence posts” to provide a framework for their conversations.
1. The stakeholders will need language that articulates that children are on a
spiritual journey.
2. Stakeholders will need to understand that children are on a spiritual journey as
are their adult counterparts. Therefore, constructive criticism of
developmentalism needs to lead to a more informed understanding of children
as coparticipants in the Christian life with all others.
3. Children as co-participants in the kingdom of God is essential language for
workshop attendees. However, this language is not familiar for the Churches
of Christ. Introducing the new language of spiritual formation and discipleship
will require sensitivity to prevent derailing the workshop because of baggage
that may surround these terms.

5. I struggled at every turn of this project to delimit gender, specifically female leadership, from
this project. The curriculum process team agreed to delimit the role of gender, yet most conversations
included some discussion of gender. Since children’s ministry opened the door in most churches for
females to lead as ministers, the challenges of leading as women seem entwined with the challenges
pressing on children’s ministry. The team felt that future iterations of the curriculum must address the
gender equality in leadership position. The women on the curriculum process team as well as the focus
group in chapter 1 experienced marginalization at every turn. At best, it complicated their leadership, and at
worst, they served in emotionally and spiritually abusive situations. The team understood that discussion of
women’s roles within the workshop might derail the workshop. Yet they hoped that the workshop could
address this topic “somehow” and felt hesitant to leave it out.
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4. The idolization of the family creates a barrier to discipleship. Kingdom
discipleship looks different from just being a strong, involved family
participating in the many activities of the church. Families need to be open to
others’ speaking into their own discipleship as coparticipants in the Christian
life. Unfortunately, in our culture other goals and activities, such as high
academic standards and sports, receive more attention than intentional
discipleship.
5. Stakeholders need reminding that change takes time. They may learn
innovative ideas in a workshop, but those ideas need time to be absorbed and
implemented.
Overall, session 1 was a success. The curriculum process team left the meeting feeling
energized and engaged. Several team members reiterated the importance of this topic as
the discussion concluded.
Session 2: Discussing the Vocation and Practices of the Children’s Minister
In session 1 we clearly identified the workshop parameters and key goals. In this
session our goal was to identify the “vocation and practices of the children’s minister.”
All but one participant was in attendance.
Session 2 was more difficult than session 1. The team prepared by reading a
section of the prospectus that gave new definitions for “vocation,” “practice,” and
“minister.” The team found themselves wrestling with these expressions that are not
common in the Churches of Christ. Cautiously, I wanted to respect both the depth and
breadth of knowledge within this team that were contributing to the discussion many
years of experience in their own contexts. Therefore, unlike the first session, I planned to
guide the conversation without a list of definitive questions. I question if this was good
judgment on my part since the meeting moved forward slowly until the team gained
traction with the topic.
The conversation had crossed into territory that was not familiar to the
participants, and there were not common attitudes to direct the topic. The team began to

75
describe the vocation of the children’s minister, but that proved difficult. One participant
aptly stated, “The first place my brain goes is what it’s not. We have slapped the term
minister on to what used to be called ‘Sunday school coordinator,’ so we are trying to
deconstruct what we used to call it, and now we are getting away from it. It’s not just a
‘Sunday school coordinator.’”
That statement led us to a brief discussion of what a children’s minister “is not.”
The group collectively voiced that children’s ministers are not coordinators, not
babysitters, not responsible for every event that may include a child, not solely
responsible for the intergenerational ministry of the church, not concerned only with
Bible classes, and not the only people in the church that should be thinking about
children. The student researcher noted the consensus among the group in this discussion,
including a perceived bitterness generated from the past assumptions of the positions, but
it lines up with the complex relationship children’s ministers have had with churches in
the past.6
Intergenerational spiritual formation is an important topic in current children’s
ministry literature. The curriculum process team had genuine concerns that the
responsibility of the implementation of this ministry would fall squarely on the children’s
minister’s shoulders. All agreed that intergenerational spiritual formation is an important
task of the church and necessary for children as they spiritually mature. The team noted
that even if all the other staff ministers and their church leadership believed that
intergenerational spiritual formation is crucial to the health of their congregation, the rest
of the leadership typically delegated this responsibility to the children’s minister. The

6. Chapter 3 describes the problem with the term “vocation.” Originally, my project used the term
vocation instead of career or profession. However, this discussion rooted out the problems with this choice
in terminology, and I made a course correction in chapter 3 to address this issue.
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curriculum process team had significant frustration with this dynamic: often lacking the
voice to instruct the congregation on intergenerational spiritual formation but put in the
position of implementing congregational change without the capacity for the leadership
required to bring about that change.
The curriculum process team realized that an existing problem in many
congregations is a lack of vision for the role of minister regardless of the specialty. A
participant said, “I think you almost need to ask the leadership to define what they see a
minister doing before you even incorporate the ‘children’ part of it. I really enjoy the
intentionality of the children’s minister, but the children’s minister is still a minister, and
you kind of tack on the sub population.” Another participant noted that until a church
understands the goal of children’s spiritual formation, the church will not be able to
identify what a children’s minister does. Finally, a process team member that had served
in multiple congregations expressed that each congregation was vastly different from
each other in terms of their actual goals and the duties of the children’s minister.
At this I turned the discussion by asking the question, “What traits should a
children’s minister have?” The prospectus defined the six practices of discipleship and
the six practices of ministry. The participants recalled this information and noted that the
six practices of ministry would provide a framework for the discussion of the role of the
children’s minister. It is also a framework that is easy to contextualize in the local
congregation. However, the team was concerned that Cahalan’s definitions included
unfamiliar terminology. In chapter 3 I provided the revised definitions formulated by the
team. In order to arrive at the definitions, our team spent a portion of session 2 hashing
out each word of a few of the definitions. Notes on this portion of the session are sparse
as the team struggled to identify the best wording that is the most palatable in the context
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of the Churches of Christ. The value in this exercise, though, was to hear everyone’s
thoughts on how the wording of those definitions would be received within their
respective contexts. While some of the discussions are difficult to detail, one solid
example is our use of the word “disciple.” The word disciple has some uncomfortable
baggage in our fellowship. Other team members were concerned that disciple is a foreign
word in their church’s context. One participant said of the word disciple, “He or she has
the act of discipleship. While we use that word, in my own experience, that word is not a
common word used in a way that we teach our kids. We need to be careful with the word
discipleship.” Others disagreed. Someone said, “I think the word disciple is important. It
takes away the context of ‘just teach the kids something.’” Another said, “This is an
important concept that needs to be wrestled out within our churches.” Finally, one team
member summarized that discipling is about more than teaching, it is also about
empowering and equipping. The curriculum process team chose to keep the word disciple
and define it for the workshop. Similar conversations occurred around other words as
well.
As the meeting reached its time limit, I realized that the original design of my
project had veered. However, it veered in a good direction. I committed to drafting
proposals on the remaining definitions based on our conversation and asked the team
members to send feedback via email with change suggestions. I also proposed that this
discussion might need to change the timeline and informed them that I would send new
instructions by email if necessary
Session 3: Definitions and Calling
For session 3 I had originally intended to discern the topics and activities of the
leader training. Since the discussion in session 2 had shifted in a way I had not
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anticipated, I needed to adjust our schedule at this point. After session 2 I reworked the
definitions of disciple, spiritual gifts, calling, vocation, minister, practice, practice of
teaching, practice of prayer and worship, practice of proclamation, practice of pastoral
care, practice of mercy, and practice of administration. Once I had completed these
definitions, I sent the proposed definitions to the curriculum process team in advance. In
session 3 we discussed, tweaked, and then adopted the new definitions.
In particular, though, our discussion focused on the idea of calling. Calling
describes why one chooses ministry, why some may defy the traditional understanding of
females in ministry, and even the notion that some ministers have a deep longing to
minister to children and their families. The curriculum process team felt that it was
important to include a discussion of calling in the final curriculum. Calling shifts the
focus of the children’s minister from that of a coordinator of ministry to one called out
for the spiritual sake of others. Again, calling is a word that is loosely used within our
fellowship. The curriculum process team wanted to be clear in the workshop curriculum
that calling was not just about the individual’s feelings but also about communal
discernment with family, mentors, and the hiring church. They wanted to honor the work
of the Spirit in the discussion of calling. In the end the team chose to define calling as a
Spirit-prompted decision to dedicate one’s lifework to utilizing one’s spiritual giftedness
for the sake of the kingdom.
Finally, session 3 discussed the idea of “vocation” and “practice.” If one is called
to a ministry, is one called to that “vocation” or that “practice” or both? Some of the
curriculum process team viewed vocation and practice as the same thing. The prospectus
identified vocation and practice as two different concepts and provided definitions for the
terms. In relation to the previous discussion on calling, it was appropriate to discern an
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understanding about vocation and practice. In session 1 the pulpit minister on the team
stated that his elders would not be able to define his role, or vocation, as a pulpit minister
within his congregational context. The team realized that the church leaders they had
worked with in the past had assumed that they knew what a minister ought to do.
Unfortunately, these discussions were difficult for the notetaker to follow. Perhaps, if I
were to do this kind of activity again, a better decision would be to tape the discussion
and have someone prepare a transcript of those discussions. In the end the group decided
that a person receives a calling toward a particular vocation, in this case children’s
ministry, and that vocation is embodied in the actions or practices of the minister as
intentional, lived-out, transformative experiences in which the community and the
individual connect with God.
Mid-process Evaluation
The project had taken a decidedly different turn from what I had expected. A midprocess evaluation was to be performed over the proposed curriculum with final edits
coming in the last session. However, the extended discussions over the definitions had
caused us to shift our process. Spring break affected both the ministers and faculty
representatives on the team. I suggested that I work toward a workshop outline and then
send the outline by email to the team. The mid-process evaluation and session 4
debriefing would take place in the same conference call. During this meeting we would
debrief regarding the proposed outline, mutually decide on edits to the material, and
identify slippages in the content. Before session 4, I drafted a workshop based on the
team’s discussions, sent an outline of the workshop, and asked the team to send email
feedback that would guide our conversation in session 4.
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Session 4: Evaluating the Proposed Outline
Session 4 ensued in late March, and it had been four weeks since our previous
meeting. The meeting started late, and we had internet connection issues beyond our
control. One participant received an unexpected project at work and did the best he could
to listen and participate but had to leave early. Another participant was unable to attend
the meeting. I began the conversation with the prompt: “We want to determine if this
script is laid out in a way that others could use it. Let’s identify any questionable content
or edits that need to be made.” The curriculum process team had been conscientious in
every meeting to deal with the hard subjects and at the same time think about the
perception of those subjects at the level of the key stakeholders.
The outline that I sent the committee included the following key topics:
1. Children made in the image of God
2. Children’s place within the church and the kingdom
3. The concept of discipleship
4. Disciples who become ministers
5. Ministers called to ministry
6. Ministers’ responsibilities as a minister
7. Ministers’ preparation for their calling
8. What a children’s minister does
9. The six practices of ministry as a framework to define the task of children’s
ministry
10. Contextual questions to guide stakeholders into the next steps
First, the team asked for a fully scripted final product so that anyone could act as
a facilitator. I was surprised by this idea. I had imagined an outline of information that
ministers could adjust using their own self-reflection and knowledge of the congregation.
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Also, the team suggested that I include personal stories and questions that would help
participants and encourage other presenters of the workshop toward developing their own
information. Next, the team identified inconsistent and unclear wording that stakeholders
could misperceive. The team also highlighted opportunities to reinforce key terms, such
as disciple, that needed to be engaged by the congregation. The team brainstormed
creative ways to engage the audience with hands-on application or conversation. They
challenged me to move beyond the presentation of information and into creative activities
that encouraged interaction amongst participants. The creative activities that I had
included did not seem clear to the curriculum process team, and they used their expertise
to adjust these activities to increase effectiveness. The team discussed the format of the
six practices of ministry section and together, we developed engaging methods both to
pull the stakeholders into the conversation and to help the stakeholders contextualize the
six practices of ministry within their own congregations.
The team identified slippages and overstatements within the outline. As I
developed the curriculum, I realized that I needed a simple, process-oriented description
of discipleship. At that time I created the terms mirror, mentor, and mature. Participants
of the workshop needed simple language to take away the new concepts. I was asked to
provide examples of each term within the curriculum. In addition, the team felt that I
overemphasized the subject of calling in the curriculum. Attempting to lay a foundation
for the concept of calling, I had used quotations from Sara Barton.7 The team suggested
that I simplify the section covering calling. Finally, the curriculum process team wanted
to prompt church leaders to define any limitations on the minister. First, they brought up
the role of women again. Second, they wanted the parent’s role as the primary spiritual
7. Sara Gaston Barton, A Woman Called: Piecing Together the Ministry Puzzle (Abilene, TX:
Leafwood, 2012
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caregiver of the child to be clear thus not allowing any sense of abdicating responsibility
to the minister.
This final meeting was very productive in fine-tuning the existing curriculum. I
was grateful for the participants’ feedback. The participants’ feedback was effective in
identifying key conversations, slippages, and creative presentation methods. The next
step was to develop the final version of the curriculum.
Curriculum Preparation
In April I worked to adjust the curriculum by incorporating the curriculum
process team’s feedback. This was a two-step process. First, I needed to write the
curriculum in full—complete with examples, activities, and discussion questions. Second,
I needed to format the curriculum so that it was easy to read and implement. I had a
student worker begin the formatting of the curriculum and then handed it off to an editor
for the completion of the final draft.
During this process, it became apparent that the workshop needed two parts. Part
1, the discipleship of children, would present the concepts of spiritual formation and
discipleship of children. The session introduced key topics such as 1) children are created
in God’s image; 2) children are disciples in the church community and the kingdom; and
3) all disciples need the opportunity to mirror discipleship, be mentored in their
discipleship, and mature in their discipleship—a process that renews itself with time,
knowledge, and experiences. The session concluded with a discussion of discipleship and
a group project that aided the congregational stakeholders in contextualizing the six
practices of discipleship within their current ministry opportunities to children and
families. Part 2 of the workshop identifies the practices of ministry and develops an
understanding for the role of the children’s minister. This section encourages participants
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to move away from the idea of ministry tasks to that of ministry practices. The session
prepares the key stakeholders to articulate a cohesive vision of children’s ministry that
will shape the children’s ministry program, the job description of the children’s minister,
and/or the expectations of the volunteer leadership team. This session includes two
options: 1) creating a vision for ministry and 2) creating a job description for a children’s
minister. Congregations may choose to use one or both of those options. Some
congregations need a vision for children’s ministry but are not hiring a children’s
minister. Other congregations need a cohesive vision that leads to clear expectations for
the children’s minister. This curriculum can address the needs of the congregation
implementing the workshop. The section provides the foundation for the future
discussions by the church leaders that would create the actual documents.
Evaluation Methodology
Triangulation calls for three methods of evaluation.8 Multiple methods offer the
opportunity to triangulate data that “reflect an attempt to secure an in-depth
understanding of the phenomenon in question. Triangulation is not a tool or a strategy of
validation but an alternative to validation.”9 I used three forms of evaluation:
1. Field notes taken by a research assistant during each meeting using the threecolumn method (after each session, I added my observations to the notes.)
2. Final evaluations sent to each curriculum process team member via email
3. An evaluation by an independent expert, Dr. Ron Bruner, of the final
curriculum project

8. Sensing, Qualitative Research, 72.
9. Denzin and Lincoln, The Sage Handbook, 5.
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These three methods provided the triangulation necessary to “add rigor, breadth,
complexity, and richness” to this study.10
Field Notes
The field notes of each session provided the details that I used to describe the
process in the previous section of this chapter. The field notes also provided guidance as I
wrote the curriculum and wrestled through the language and application of our most
important conversations.
Final Evaluation
The curriculum process team received the final evaluation via email. The
evaluation asked this question, “In my context, how will this training program, when
implemented, lead to a greater capacity for the church leadership to cast a cohesive vision
for the vocation and practice of the children’s minister? What changes, if any, do you
anticipate occurring?” I emailed the curriculum and the question at the end of April with
a due date of seven days. The deadline was not achievable due to heavy workloads, and
the work was not completed until late May. Life changes had kept several curriculum
process team members from giving the final evaluation their full attention. One church
forced their minister to resign. Another minister’s church found themselves in a
leadership crisis. That minister could not imagine a proactive vision workshop in the
middle of the chaos. A third team member received a promotion and, at the same time,
finished his final courses for graduate school.
Outsider Evaluation
Ron Bruner, the coeditor of Along the Way: Conversations About Children and
Faith, was the independent expert on this project who provided outside evaluation.
10. Ibid.
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Bruner is the executive director of Westview Boys’ Home, editor of Discernment:
Theology and Practice of Ministry, and holds an appointment as adjunct faculty to the
Graduate School of Theology at Abilene Christian University. Bruner has taught courses
on children, adolescents, and intergenerational ministry. He has also contributed
numerous book chapters and articles on this subject.
Data Analysis
Data analysis coding methods are important to this study. I developed a
spreadsheet and entered information from the curriculum process team’s notes and the
evaluations. I used a color-coding system to compare the field notes to the practices of
ministry. I then entered the information into the spreadsheet that facilitates the
identification of new categories. The purpose of this evaluation method was to identify
slippages, patterns, and silences. Coding should be thorough, take place early in the
process, and enable the researcher to identify potential new categories to explore.11 I
identified main themes with similar words, phrases, or events that better described the
main themes.12 New insights emerged, leading to adjustments as the project unfolded.13
I used Cahalan’s six practices of ministry to create the themes used to code the
document. The themes adapted from Cahalan are 1) teach, 2) equip teachers, 3) lead
worship/prayer, 4) witness through preaching and testimony, 5) provide pastoral care, 6)
lead toward reconciliation, 7) advocate for children, and 8) an administrator of church
human, physical, and financial resources.14 These themes were color-coded and added

11. Ibid., 370.
12. Sensing, Qualitative Research, 203.
13. Ibid., 204.
14. Adapted from Cahalan, Introducing the Practice, 58.
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into the spreadsheet as I looked for specific words, phrases, and events that provided
greater clarity into the vocation of the children’s minister.
I coded the final evaluations and assembled them into one document. Several
themes emerged in this evaluation that I used to assess the final document. The
evaluations provided insight into the perceived effectiveness of the curriculum, the
opportunity to lead the stakeholders toward a cohesive vision, and suggestions for future
iterations of the curriculum.
Conclusion
A tension exists between church leaders and ministers stemming from the lack of a
cohesive vision of children’s ministry. In other words, church leaders overseeing
children’s ministries, rooted in educational and developmental models, often experience
conflict with the ministers who approach ministry from a spiritual formation model. Not
only are the approaches to ministry different and even unfamiliar in the case of church
leaders, but each approach also creates different expectations from the minister and
congregational leaders for the practice of ministry. Moreover, it is important to define
children’s ministry in such a way that the agency of children as maturing disciples of
Christ is honored and empowered. As a result, this gap in the perception of the practice of
children’s ministry needs to be addressed in such a way that ministers and leaders
participate together in creating a shared understanding for the practice of children’s
ministry. This chapter described the work of a curriculum process team that I convened in
its effort to create a workshop curriculum that accomplishes this goal. Chapter 5 will
explore the findings of the curriculum process team and outside evaluator in their
assessments of the perceived effectiveness of the curriculum.

CHAPTER V
FINDINGS AND RESULTS
In the previous chapter I described the method for developing a workshop
curriculum that facilitates church leadership’s understanding of the practice of children’s
ministry rooted in spiritual formation. In this chapter I describe the results of the
evaluations of the workshop curriculum utilizing the field notes, the process team’s
evaluations, and the evaluation of the independent expert Ron Bruner.
Findings
The curriculum process team developed a workshop that facilitates a church
leadership’s capacity to cast cohesive vision for the practice of children’s ministry within
their contexts. The curriculum process team considered topics of children’s spiritual
formation, the practice of children’s ministry, and discipleship and then created a
curriculum that prioritized the most essential information to achieve the goal of the
workshop. The team identified and defined terms presented in the prospectus that were
not familiar or palatable to most Church of Christ leaders. The curriculum process team
considered the broader perspectives of the Churches of Christ to not make assumptions as
to the language that would communicate in any one church. Finally, the curriculum
process team developed a curriculum that worked within the reality of the limited time
that ministers, parents, and church leaders are willing to give to a church workshop. The
coding process of the field notes, the final evaluations, and the independent expert
identified some key findings.
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Workshop Topics
Evaluation of the workshop topics is necessary to determine the possible
effectiveness of the curriculum. Early in the process, the team determined that most
stakeholders would not give more than 2.5 hours for a collaborative meeting of church
leaders. Unfortunately, this reality limits the number of topics the curriculum can address
as well as abbreviates some important topics. Therefore, the team had hard choices to
make in selecting the topics that comprised the workshop. This section summarizes and
reflects on the evaluations of each major topic of the workshop. Obviously, other topics
surfaced throughout the workshop that contributed to the direction of the workshop but
received little focus.
Discipleship
To facilitate a cohesive vision of the practice of children’s ministry, the workshop
Invited participants to deconstruct their understanding of the purpose of children’s
ministry and reconstruct that understanding through a framework of discipleship. The
curriculum invited participants to reflect on their own childhood—a move to help
participants remember their own way of being with God as a child. The independent
expert noted this move, saying:
This prompt will probably empower at least some participants to access their early
childhood narratives. Consequently, workshop leaders can hope that participants
will more likely come to understand that the church’s work with children is more
than downloading information. The curriculum helps participants understand
children as natively spiritual beings whose stories connect with the story of God. I
find this to be a strong and healthy beginning to the workshop.1
Next, the workshop focuses on the meaning and nature of discipleship. In the
process team meetings, the choice of the word discipleship did not come lightly. The field

1. See appendix F.
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notes record that the team had strong negative feelings against the word discipleship,
calling it “alienating.” They also raised the concern that the word discipleship might
include an element of power and hierarchy over an individual, which did not meet the
goal of cojourneying with children. Positively, team members thought that discipleship, a
“strong biblical word,” could be modeled to the church through the children’s ministry.
In the end, the process team chose to reclaim the word discipleship.
The next two sections of the workshop curriculum define disciples. The
alliteration of mirror, mentor, and mature created a method to organize and recall the
principle of discipleship within an intergenerational community proposed in the
workshop. Bruner, the independent expert, affirmed this move to equate children to
Jesus’ disciples in need of “affirmation and correction,” which may then be found in the
process of “mirroring and mentoring.” Mirroring and mentoring is “heavily dependent
upon the family and the church community.” Bruner reminded us that “all these ideas are
fundamental for congregants making decisions about a children’s ministry.”2
Six Practices of Discipleship
The next major themes in the curriculum are the practices of discipleship and
practice of ministry. The practices are closely connected, thereby establishing both a goal
for the practice of children’s ministry and helping define the role of the children’s
minister. The field notes affirm agreement to utilize the six practices of discipleship. The
team concluded that the practices create a healthy framework to describe the discipleship
of children. The team also noted that they would contextualize the practices differently in
each church, thus providing the flexibility to utilize this workshop in different
congregations.
2. See appendix F.
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Family Responsibility
The team concluded that it was critical to affirm the essential role of the family in
the discipleship of children. Contemporary culture creates the notion that a healthy family
is centered on their children and their activities. One team member noted that this
workshop could confront the false notion of a “healthy family is a busy family.”
Togetherness at sports fields and scout meetings does not embolden authentic,
committed, maturing discipleship for the sake of the kingdom. In general, the curriculum
supports the spiritual health of the family when each is focused on their own discipleship
and that discipleship practiced in community.
Spiritual Styles
Interestingly, Ron Bruner addresses another angle of the six practices of
discipleship. Attention to discipleship strategies can help a congregation better attend to
the spiritual styles of the child. Spiritual styles recognize the four different ways a person
is drawn to God. A quick description of these styles are as follows:
1. Word—values the spoken word, rational thought, study, and facts as a primary
way of knowing God.3
2. Emotion—values emotion, creativity, and personal experience as a heartfelt
connection with God.4
3. Symbol—values mystic experiences with God through quiet, contemplation,
and calm moments.5
4. Action—values joining God in active engagement of the world for the sake of
the kingdom.6

3. David M. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits, 52–53.
4. Ibid., 57.
5. Ibid., 61.
6. Ibid., 65.
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I agree with Bruner that the six practices of discipleship also connect with the four
spiritual styles. I appreciate this observation as I value the framework of the four spiritual
styles as a tool to help ministry leaders plan their ministry holistically. Bruner contends,
“This is a particularly important balancing move in Churches of Christ, which have
typically heavily emphasized the learning and proclamation aspects of ministry.”7
Cohesive Vision
This study confronts the problem of the tension between ministers, elders, and
church members born from the lack of understanding concerning the practice of
children’s ministry within the local context. Children’s ministers equip parents, ministry
leaders, and volunteers in appropriate practices of discipleship with children as they learn
to follow Jesus, listen to the Spirit, and participate in God’s mission to serve and
transform the world. The chart in appendix G shows how the six practices of discipleship
and the six practices of ministry relate to each other. The difficulty, then, becomes
connecting discipleship practice with both church vision and the job function of the
children’s minister. The curriculum facilitates this connection by actively engaging
workshop participants in a brainstorming activity. First, the participants write on
notecards the faith-nurturing activities that children participate in within the local
congregation. Second, the workshop leader introduces the six practices of discipleship as
categories that describe the practice of children’s ministry. The participants tape their
notecards onto large sheets of paper, each labeled with an activity of the children’s
ministry. Participants review their categories and identify areas of discipleship excluded
in this visual representation. The second part of the workshop provides the opportunity
for participants to align their previous work with the practices of ministry that may shape
7. See appendix F.
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their children’s ministry and the role of the children’s minister. Using this information,
the participants choose to create a vision for the practice of children’s ministry and/or
create a job description for the children’s minister. The job description process also
challenges the workshop participants to think critically about who is responsible for the
given activity. The goal of this process is to connect vision and practice in such a way
that the children’s minister’s job description will be a contextualized expression of the
position within that local congregation. Bruner assesses, “This curriculum builds a job
description connected to the vision and the giftedness of the its congregation, not a
disconnected, generic solution.”
Bruner has studied the history of youth ministry and has seen the effects of a
generic vision for youth ministry. He has published a history of youth ministry and refers
to it in his evaluation.8 At least two decades older than professional children’s ministry,
youth ministry suffered from a lack of congregational vision for the practice of youth
ministry, much like children’s ministry now. Bruner says, “In the early days of youth
ministry among Churches of Christ, advocates went from church to church with program
ideas and sample job descriptions in hand. As helpful as those may have been, one of the
virtues of this curriculum is that it empowers context-specific ministry with a unique
local vision instead of one-size-fits-all ministry.”9 Children’s ministry has developed
without any agreement of best practices or connection to the church vision beyond
educating children. One of the participants on the curriculum process team noted her own
situation:

8 See Ron Bruner, “A Brief History of Professional Youth Ministry in the Churches of Christ:
1965–2014,” Restoration Quarterly, 57, no. 3 (2015): 233–44.
9. See appendix F.
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Each children’s minister that has come through has basically created a ministry
around their own strengths and weaknesses and what they felt was important. As
long as Sunday and Wednesday ran smoothly and Fall Festival and Summer
Music Camp happened the leadership of the church just let children’s ministry do
its own thing.
Curriculum process team members’ evaluations of the curriculum indicated their
hopefulness for church leaders in forming a cohesive vision for the practice of children’s
ministry through this workshop. Unfortunately, the workshop is only 2.5 hours in length,
and the shared concern of the evaluators is that the workshop will need follow up to
complete the vision or job description documents.
Additional Topics
There are many topics that this workshop could address. The process team made
tough decisions, as reflected in the field notes and the team evaluations. The curriculum
acknowledges some of these topics, briefly, with a recommendation to discuss these
topics in the future.
1. Spiritual giftedness: Eph 4:1–16 describes spiritual giftedness. Understanding
our own spiritual giftedness informs our practice of discipleship and practice
of ministry. The Spirit equips Christians for kingdom purposes. The
curriculum discusses spiritual giftedness on page 10.
2. Ministry calling: Individuals use calling to express their desire to serve in
ministry, a Spirit-prompted decision to disciple others. Page B1 includes a
cursory discussion of the definition of calling and the need for discernment in
one’s calling, including communal discernment.
3. Ministry preparation: Children’s ministers need training to be an example,
teach, and equip others for the spiritual formation of children. Page B4–5
describes options for ministry preparation and mentoring.
4. Gender roles in children’s ministry: There is an interesting paradox in
children’s ministry. The church’s view of leadership roles may prevent a
female from fulfilling the role of the children’s minister. Societal stereotypes
may prevent men from leading a children’s ministry. Page B5 addresses each
of these issues.
Preferably, the local congregation will address these issues at the appropriate time.
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Slippages
Slippages seek “disconfirmation of findings. They search for rival explanations
that involve looking for other ways of organizing the data that may lead to different
findings.”10 The curriculum process team and the independent expert are in agreement
that this workshop has accomplished the goal it has set out to accomplish. However, I
would argue that there are two slippages in the curriculum. First, it fails to address the
ramifications of living in a consumer-driven culture. Earlier in this paper, I briefly
discussed the issues that arise when the family places too much emphasis on children’s
activities, such as sports and grades, and not enough emphasis on spiritual formation and
discipleship. Theologians, such as Joyce Ann Mercer, have offered critical reflection on
the consumer culture and its influence over the practices of the church.11 Second, change
takes time. In the same manner, changing the culture of a congregation also takes time.
This workshop may create the sense of a one-and-done activity that will lead to an entire
culture change. This workshop suggests a change in the church culture, the creation of a
cohesive vision of ministry practice rooted in discipleship, is a deep, systemic change.
Leaders often find that implementing, rather than creating, a vision is more difficult.
Implementation of the vision requires strategic change management techniques by a
designated leader or leadership team.12
10. Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research, 200.
11. In Welcoming Children: A Practical Theology of Childhood Mercer critiques the influences of
a consumeristic culture on the church and asserts the need for greater attention on the habitus of the church,
the traditions and practices of the church that call children into spiritual discipleship within the faith
community. Exploring this topic fully is beyond the scope of this paper.
12. Developing a rationale and understanding of change management was a deficit in my ministry
training. Sadly, while I was able to take a class from Charles Siburt, I did not have the experience to
incorporate the knowledge I gained into ministry practice. Popular level children’s ministry books will
almost always skip the step of change management, encouraging the children’s minister to develop a
vision, sell it to the senior pastor and implement it, thus setting the minister up for failure. This is
unfortunate. Chapter 4 cited books by Bolman and Deal, Friedman, Fullan, and Steinke that provide
guidance in negotiating the change management process.
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Silences
Silences, the things left unsaid or omitted, are possible in any research project.13 I
identified two silences in this project. First, the project would benefit from a richer
understanding of the elder perspective of the children’s ministry and the role of the
children’s minister in the church. Much like the children’s ministers, elders would add
insight beyond the expectations listed on the job description. Distance, time, and
availability challenged the prospect of interviewing elders. And churches are led by elder
teams, would one elder be able to adequately speak to the needs of that congregation
when multiple elders oversee the children’s ministry? Or rather, would the elder be able
to even accurately speak to the needs of the children’s ministry if the church is organized
under a different structure where another staff member coordinates the staff rather than
an elder or elder(s).
Bruner identified the second silence: the workshop does not address the long-term
spiritual health of the minister. Spiritual health issues, such as the lack of community or
the opportunity to worship with adults, contributes to the tension between ministers and
the church leadership. Bruner emphasized the opportunity for the workshop to coach
church leaders and ministers in setting healthy boundaries.
Results
Strengths
The evaluations identified several strengths of the curriculum. First, the
curriculum nudges the door open to many important conversations for the church.
Second, the workshop encourages a healthy view of ministry calling and spiritual

13. Sensing, Qualitative Research, 200–1.
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giftedness. Finally, the credibility of children’s ministry becomes rooted in the church’s
spiritual formation strategy.
The independent expert encouraged the use of this curriculum and its ongoing
development. The curriculum process team agreed in their evaluations of the completed
curriculum. A majority of the curriculum process team would use this curriculum within
their own congregations. They viewed this workshop as a vital resource in developing
expectations that would protect the minister from burnout. The need for a cohesive vision
of the practice of children’s ministry became even more evident mid-project after the
dismissal of a process team member from her children’s ministry position. She
communicated to me that unclear expectations between her, the church leadership, and
key volunteers led to her departure. She “gained an even deeper appreciation for this
project and being part of it over the past few weeks.”14
Weaknesses
There are also weaknesses in the curriculum. One weakness manifested itself
when we chose to write the curriculum so that others may implement it in their contexts.
My original vision was to design a curriculum that I would implement. Therefore, I
planned to produce an outline of what I may present in a workshop presentation. At the
encouragement of the curriculum process team, I expanded it to a full curriculum.
However, one evaluator pointed out that the curriculum is in my voice. Congregational
leaders would need to adjust the curriculum into their own voice for a successful
implementation in their congregations. Future revisions of the curriculum could include
depersonalizing the script for better facilitation by others. Secondly, the independent

14. A few months after the final evaluations, a second minister resigned from his position after
considerable tension between him, church leaders, and parents.
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expert and some of the curriculum process team were concerned about the length of the
workshop. Ideally, this would be a much longer workshop implemented in multiple
sessions over the course of a weekend or multiple weeks. Extended discussions to
solidify the vision, the job description, or both could take place. The curriculum process
team discussed the length of the workshop and chose the 2.5 hour time frame, not
because it is best for the content but because, in their experiences, it is a reasonable
expectation of ministry leaders. The independent expert also struggled with this decision
but agreed with our conclusion. He said:
For those used to working with discernment groups or learning communities, this
two-session process seems too brief to be optimally effective. Unfortunately,
though, too few congregations—even those who plan to hire a children’s
minister—are willing to invest the time in an “optimally effective” process. This
work most likely represents the best compromise position available for many
congregations in today’s culture: it begins an important conversation.
I do agree that the time limit is a weakness of this curriculum. Future revisions could
flesh out a six-week curriculum implemented by other professionals with a committed
group of attendees.
The congregation’s receptivity to a workshop that addresses children’s spiritual
formation and the process of developing a vision and/or ministry job description was also
a concern. One curriculum process team member noted in the evaluation that a
congregation in crisis could not receive this information. They simply have their minds
and hearts elsewhere. Other evaluators hinted at the lack of receptivity that could occur
within their specific contexts because their congregations already believe that they have a
good vision of what children’s ministry looks like—usually informed by a version of the
schooling-instructional model. While this issue is beyond the control of the curriculum, it
would affect the outcome of a workshop within a context that is not receptive.
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Finally, the evaluators made a few suggestions for future iterations of this
curriculum. First, the workshop curriculum could include sample vision statements along
with sample job descriptions. In addition, the workshop could include a sample vision
statement and job description shaped by the ministry practices defined in the workshop.
Another handout might provide examples of the six practices of discipleship as they are
engaged by children or the children’s ministry program. It might describe these practices
of discipleship through the metaphor of mentor, mirror, and mature. Second, a section of
the workshop might address the spiritual life of the minister. This workshop could be a
prime opportunity to advocate for the children’s minister as well as highly involved
children’s ministry volunteers and their spiritual health. To be a minister, one must first
be a maturing disciple, a fact all too often overlooked or not acknowledged.
Conclusion
The field notes, the participant evaluations, and the independent expert indicate
that the project is successful in producing a workshop curriculum that creates shared
vision. However, there are obvious limitations to the workshop curriculum. It is a step in
the right direction, providing churches with an opportunity to understand spiritually
formative children’s ministry and to create a vision unique to their congregation. Once
implemented in a few locations, new insights will emerge that will enhance the
curriculum in future uses. Even so, in its current form I believe that the implementation
of this curriculum will, at least, create productive conversations that lead to growth
toward a cohesive vision of ministry.

CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
The rapid growth of children’s ministry programs created a need to articulate the
practice of children’s ministry and the role of the children’s minister. Since these formed
as a response to growing children’s education programs in churches, they lacked
connection with a clearly articulated philosophy of children’s ministry. Chapter 1
establishes that many churches need a cohesive vision of the practice of children’s
ministry that provides direction for ministry programs and clear expectations of the
minister. Without a shared vision tension exists between ministers and leaders. Chapter 2
establishes the philosophy of spiritual formation, changes the purpose of children’s
ministry, and places a new emphasis on the child’s agency over their own maturing
discipleship. Next, chapter 3 proposes discipleship practices for children and the
congregation as the goal of children’s ministry and a critical element to forming a
cohesive vision. This proposal fills a gap in current literature on practices of children’s
ministry and may inform the role of the children’s minister as well as the training that a
children’s minister receives. Chapter 4 describes the process of developing a workshop
curriculum that guides church leaders towards a cohesive vision for the practice of
children’s ministry rooted in the six practices of discipleship, while chapter 5 evaluates
the effectiveness of the curriculum when implemented in a congregational setting.
Finally, this chapter interprets the findings of this project and considers the application of
the workshop both within the local congregation and outside of the congregation in a
wider ministry-equipping setting.
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Interpretations
I have served as a children’s minister, a professor, and a consultant to local
congregations. I believe this workshop curriculum is a needed resource that is instructive
to churches that are visioning children’s ministry or a children’s minister hire. I also
believe that this curriculum is adaptable to the university context and other avenues of
training and equipping ministers. In addition, some churches face struggles in aligning
their children’s ministries with the vision of their churches. The concepts included in this
workshop curriculum may help stagnant leaderships move beyond their current ministry
model both in the children’s ministry and other ministries.
Ultimately, the success or failure of this workshop will be known only once it is
implemented throughout different church contexts and enough time has passed to
evaluate the reception and implementation of the concepts on the children’s ministry
vision and job functions of the children’s minister. I believe, though, that continued
implementation and evaluation of this workshop will inform future iterations and will
move congregations in a healthy direction as they discuss the practice of children’s
ministry within their contexts.
Trustworthiness
Applicability
I believe this curriculum correctly addresses the information needed by churches
as they consider a new vision of the practice of children’s ministry. I believe that another
researcher could convene a curriculum process team with similar experiences and
information concerning children’s ministry and arrive at similar discussion points. I have
no doubt that the curriculum would look different in application but have similar goals. I
believe the curriculum process team considered the variety of expressions of the
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Churches of Christ that this curriculum may encounter and have sought to make it
accessible to most congregations.
Credibility
The nature of qualitative research does not lead to measurements or verifiable
data in the same way as quantitative research. Triangulation determines the credibility of
the research.1 For this project, I had a research assistant take notes during the curriculum
process team meetings, to which I added my own responses. Next, the curriculum process
team reviewed the final curriculum and sent an evaluation of the workshop in which they
critically reflected on the perceived outcomes if the workshop was implemented in their
own churches. Finally, an independent expert wrote an extensive evaluation of the
curriculum. These tools, in conversation with one another and filtered through my lens of
experience in both leading children’s ministry and teaching children’s ministry in the
university establishes the credibility of this research as a workshop curriculum that ought
to promote a cohesive vision of the vocation and practice of children’s ministry within
the local church context.
Reflexivity
This workshop, implemented in a congregation, will effect change. However,
while I chose the curriculum process team for their variety of experiences in hopes that
the collective effort would form a curriculum that is accessible to most congregations, I
acknowledge my influence in the project. I have deep connections in the world of
children’s ministry, nurtured during continuing educational opportunities that the
ministers and I have in common. The curriculum process team prepared for the
discussions by reading chapters 1, 2, and 3 of the prospectus, shaping our time together
1. Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research, 72–75.
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with the same information. However, the team did not shy away from thinking critically
about the material I presented. For example, the team called attention to the potential
disconnect of the discipleship definitions in the Churches of Christ and worked together
to articulate new definitions. I worked toward an open process within the meetings,
guiding the discussion only when necessary, and trusting their abilities. My participation
in the discussion along with the collective shared passion for children’s ministry would,
no doubt, influence me in the development of the workshop curriculum. This team
atmosphere challenged our personal agendas, leading to the best possible collaborative
curriculum. The curriculum process team believed in the work they were doing, bathed it
in prayer, and brought their hearts and minds to the team meetings. I trust that the Spirit
worked through the process to design a curriculum workshop that was honoring to God.
Significance and Implications
Sustainability
Several factors affect the sustainability of this project within individual
congregations. This project recommends a philosophical shift that includes children in the
practices of discipleship within the congregation. Information as a means of building
knowledge is not the goal. Human development models that might enable transformation
through virtuous and righteous living are not a goal of this discipleship model either. The
challenge is for congregational leaders to create inviting spaces for children to fully live
out their spiritual journeys within communities of practice as disciples of Christ. The
cohesive vision for the vocation of the children’s minister and the practice of children’s
ministry rests on the understanding that we are all disciples: ministers, children, and
church members. This is a systemic change for the local congregation. I believe that a
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minister or church leader will need to consciously enact and embody the discipleship
model suggested in this curriculum.
In addition, this model exists and influences students and leaders of children’s
ministry at a level beyond the congregation. This model might be taught in university
classrooms and presented at workshops such as ACU Summit or the Pepperdine Lectures.
In this way church leaders exposed to the material in this workshop curriculum will
influence the leaders of their local churches as they take new insights back into their
congregations. The curriculum is much more sustainable at this level of change as it
filters its way into congregations through these children’s ministry leaders. In this case
the leaders are better prepared to implement this curriculum within their contexts, and the
change process becomes more sustainable.
Personal Significance
This project has deep personal significance to me as a children’s minister, a
professor of children’s ministry, a church consultant on topics of children’s ministry, and
a volunteer church leader within my congregation. As I practiced children’s ministry
within the local church, I often failed to have words or methodology to describe the
model of discipleship with children that I was striving to enact. I am passionate about
equipping the next generation of ministers, and as such, giving these ministers the
language of discipleship and spiritual formation of children is crucial. Finally, I walk the
path of doubt, disappointment, and hurt with children’s ministers in crisis. Almost
always, this hurt could have been avoided had the tension between members, elders, and
church leaders born out of a lack of understanding concerning the role of the children’s
minister been addressed and a cohesive vision for the practice of children’s ministry been
sought.
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Ecclesial Significance
Chapter 1 details the tension that children’s ministers feel with the elders, church
members, and other ministers of their congregation due to a lack in understanding of the
role of the children’s minister. Some ministers abandon their call to ministry while other
ministers abandon their theologically informed discipleship of children to revert to the
schooling-instructional model that provides to their leadership team the comfort and
security of measurable numbers and activities. Discipleship within the local congregation
is not just a children’s ministry problem; it is a church-wide problem. Curriculum process
team members lamented in the sessions and in their final evaluations of the curriculum
that church leaders do not have a vision for discipleship from cradle to grave, nor do they
have a clear understanding of the vocation and practice of the minister. The pulpit
minister on our team had as much hope for the workshop’s potential effect on the adult
ministry of his congregation as he did for that of the children’s ministry in his
congregation. In addition, he expressed more than once that the elders within his
congregation do not have a cohesive vision for his own ministry role. The ecclesial
significance of the workshop as implemented in the local congregation is to call
people/members to a deeper understanding of discipleship and their own practices of
discipleship. In this way, this curriculum has the potential to shape not only the children’s
ministry but also the congregation.
Theological Significance
This project engages an understanding of the Christian life as discipleship,
viewing all participants in a community of faith as disciples joining God’s kingdom
mission. An appropriate theological understanding of the spiritual formation of children
may encourage the congregational leaders to shift their perspective on spiritual formation
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for all ages. Children discipled with adults creates the need to also focus on adult
discipleship, thus influencing the ethos of the congregation. Over time, the church will be
called to deeper engagement in worship, teaching/learning, proclaiming the gospel,
showing mercy to a broken world, unleashing compassion and hospitality, and
stewarding God’s resources wisely and appropriately.
Questions Still Unanswered
Will church leaders within a local congregation commit to a shift in their
theological understanding of children’s spiritual formation rooted in discipleship
practices? Children’s ministry cannot be a ministry that exists in a silo. Therefore, this
workshop will not produce the intended results if church leaders are not committed to
exploring these topics and doing the necessary work to create change. Already, this
project assumes that church leaders will give only a small amount of time to this
workshop. This assumption is well informed through the many years of experience
represented on the curriculum process team. Even if the workshop is fully engaged and
completed by the church leaders, I have seen well-intentioned attempts to create new
meaning and vision stopped in its tracks only a few weeks later by elders or other leaders
who have reconsidered the new vision and become fearful of the change. It is essential
that local church leaders exact tenacity in creating and implementing systemic change.
Does the congregation’s position on female leadership help or hinder a new vision
for the practice of children’s ministry? A future project could address this question and
provide helpful information to congregations with female leadership. The perceived
authority of a female leader defines the opportunity for systemic change. Many children’s
ministers are women. Both the focus group and the curriculum process team raised
concerns that some of the tension felt by children’s ministers arose from unclear
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expectations of female ministers. These unclear expectations may hinder the effective
implementation of the curriculum.
Is it possible for the institutionalized church, grounded in deep historical and
theological traditions and beliefs concerning children, to change? This paper clearly
defines the shifts occurring in children’s ministry. It takes time and energy to educate
church leaders and members so that they think differently about spiritual formation. In
the meantime, does the church run the risk of losing members to congregations that
employ models that these members are familiar with already? If attendance decreases and
the budget becomes tight, institutionalized churches face the temptation to give up on
change. The church leaders will need to manage their own fear of failure and anxiety over
the future of their congregation while remaining committed to a new vision for the
practice of children’s ministry.
Will a church need to change their entire children’s ministry program to align
with this vision? As the curriculum demonstrates, many of the activities of the local
congregation already fit a discipleship model. The process team hopes to provide new
language for discipleship, a framework to sift through the activities offered, and the
opportunity to define the most important tasks of the children’s minister in discipling
children and families. Time will tell if churches adopt this model and if they are able to
retain the ministry programs that shape the identity of the church, letting go of those that
do not actively encourage the discipleship of children, and reframing the role of the
children’s minister as one who disciples others and not just one who coordinates
activities.
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Conclusion
The curriculum process team created a workshop that shapes the congregation’s
understanding of the spiritual formation of children and the practice of children’s
ministry. This workshop acknowledges the time constrictions of the typical stakeholders
that would attend this meeting. Ideally, congregations would give more time to these
topics, either in the format of a longer workshop or follow-up meetings that continue
discussion. While the evaluators believe that the workshop will improve in future
iterations, the curriculum, as it currently stands, equips church leaders for a shared
understanding of the practice of the children’s ministry that calls children into
discipleship for the sake of the kingdom. I believe that the work of this team will serve
churches well as churches consider other questions related to a child’s spiritual
formation. Our collective prayer is that the church will walk alongside children in
appropriate ways as they journey through life as disciples of Christ.
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APPENDIX B
Children’s Minister Competencies (Susan Payne, 2013)
Themes

Type of Competency
Knowledge

Children

Skills
Abilities
Attitudes

Knowledge
Bible/Christianity

Skills

Skill
Child Development
Child Behavior
Safety
Special Needs
Child Spirituality
Teacher Training
Teaching Ability/Skill
Work with Kids
Passion
Love of Kids
Calling
Bible Knowledge
Theology
Denominational Beliefs
Gifts-Spiritual
Culture-Church
Bible Study
Exegesis

Abilities
Attitudes
Knowledge
Skills

Leadership

Abilities

Attitudes

Management

Knowledge
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Personal Spirituality
Personal Maturity
Evaluation Process
Vision Casting
Culture Building
Advocate
Face of Children’s Ministry
Leadership (Skills)
Worship Leadership
Foresight
Adaptability
Servant Heart
Diplomacy
Risk Taking
Trustworthy
Persistence/Perseverance
Administrative Practices
Administrative Money
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Skills

Abilities
Attitudes
Knowledge

People

Skills

Abilities
Attitudes

Management HR
Volunteer Placement/Supervision
Recruit
Volunteer Management
Recruit of Volunteers
Analyzing
Negotiation
Program Planning
Supervise
Delegate
Planning Skills
Work with Adults
Empowering
Flexibility
Personality Theory
Culture Understanding
Cross-Cultural Issues
Culture-American
People Skills
Relationships
Listening
Equipping
Communication with People
Community Building
Interested in People
Grace
Availability

APPENDIX C
Practices of Discipleship and Children’s Ministry1
Practices
Practice of
Teaching
Practice of
Prayer and
Worship
Practice of
Proclamation

Practice of
Pastoral Care

Practice of
Social Mercy
and Justice

Practice of
Administration

Six Practices of
Discipleship for Children
Children learn about and identify
themselves within God’s
unfolding story.

Six Practices of
Children’s Ministry
The act of discipling children,
volunteers, and parents through
the active engagement of God’s
unfolding story in the world.
Children worship God with intent The act of inviting disciples into
to love, adore, and devote
communal, creative, meaningful,
themselves to God.
and prayerful spaces with the
intent to love, adore, and devote
oneself to God.
Children proclaim (tell) others
The act of communicating the
about their faith in a way that
Good News in a way that it
connects with others and invites
connects with the listeners and
them into God’s unfolding story. emboldens disciples to live out
God’s unfolding story in the
world.
Children show hospitality and
The act of inviting disciples into
forgiveness to others for the sake relationships with all others that
of the kingdom.
are centered in hospitality and
forgiveness for the sake of the
kingdom.
Children participate in the
The act of inviting children,
brokenness of the world through volunteers, and parents to
acts of compassion, justice, and
participate in the brokenness of
mercy.
the world through acts of
compassion, justice, and
proclamation.
Children utilize their resources in The act of stewardship of the
a manner that glorifies God.
resources utilized by the church
for the purposes of ministry.

1. See chapter 3. For a complete discussion of each of the roles of the disciple, see ch. 1 and 4 of
Cahalan, Introducing the Practice.
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APPENDIX D
Field Note Protocol
Date:

Time:
Participant Observer
Observations

Session #
Participant Observer
Reflections
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Researcher Reflections

APPENDIX E
Workshop Curriculum

1

The Discipleship of Children: Creating a
Cohesive Vision of Children’s Ministry
Within The Local Church
Shannon Rains

Goal of the Workshop: The goal of this workshop is to facilitate conversations concerning the
discipleship of children, the ministry practices of the local congregation, and to facilitate
a cohesive vision of children’s ministry among the leaders of the local congregation.
Dear Presenter:
I commend you for your desire to have productive, valuable, and perhaps, difficult conversations
with the leadership of your congregation regarding the spiritual formation of children. There is never
a better time than the present for these important conversations. My prayer is that this workshop
curriculum will be a helpful resource to you in your congregational journey to embrace all children as
disciples of Christ.
This workshop is designed in two sections. The first half of the workshop asks, “What is discipleship
and how does this relate to children?” It will ask key questions regarding the spiritual nature of
children and the goal of Christian discipleship of all individuals. Many of our churches have built their
children’s ministries on education, passing on knowledge about God, and have underemphasized the
other ways in which disciples come to know God. Thus, the first section of this workshop explores
a more complete model of spiritual formation and invites the participant to reflect on the current
practices of the local congregation.
The second section of the workshop lays a foundation for a cohesive vision of children’s ministry
within the local congregation. This section discusses the nature of a calling to ministry, the practices
of ministry, and helps the team begin to articulate the importance of discipling children. This section
may be tweaked based on the needs of your congregation. For example, if you are a minister guiding
your leadership through this conversation in order to help them better understand your vision and
calling for ministry, this section is adaptable to meet your needs. If you are a small congregation
who facilitates ministry through a volunteer team, once again, you can modify it to fit your situation.
Ultimately, a cohesive vision for ministry will enable church leaders, volunteers, and parents to focus
their energies on the discipleship of children.
Finally, a note about preparing your presentation. You will notice that I have personalized this
script. You will want to do the same. I have included questions to help you dig deeper into your own
experiences as a child or as a leader, in children’s ministry. Consider your context. Consider examples
that will help your congregation grasp your heart for children and their continued growth in loving God.
You are the expert in your congregation, and you can patiently lead your team towards a renewed
vision of children’s ministry.
In Christ,
Shannon Rains
Assistant Professor of Children’s Ministry
Lubbock Christian University
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SESSION 1: THE DISCIPLESHIP OF CHILDREN
Presenter Preparation:Reflect on your childhood. When was the first time you had a sense
of God in the world? What did that feel like? How did you know that it was God that you were
sensing? How would you describe your relationship with God at that time?

Introduction

We have a common interest. We love children. We want children to know God, to be in relationship
with God, and to live a committed life of discipleship. You, as church leaders and volunteers in the
children’s ministry, want the children of this congregation to know the beauty of a with-God life.
What if I was to tell you that in many ways children know God better than we, as adults, know
God? Children have the ability and the capacity to love God, follow the example of Jesus, listen for
the Spirit, and participate in kingdom work.

Let me tell you a story.
When I was a child, I loved God. I loved church. I loved sitting in my backyard out in the
country staring at the sky and wondering how big God truly was. Being surrounded by
creation and watching the trees blow in the wind as clouds floated across the sky in
wonderful shapes, I sensed and felt God’s presence as if God was an artist preparing this
world for me.
I attended a small country church with just a handful of people. I was one of the few children
in the church. I was also the oldest child. As an elementary child, I helped with the children’s
Bible class. In Middle School, I taught it. In High School, I formed a community youth group and
led it. Yes, my parents were there helping and encouraging me, and so was the church.
I grew up in a church that invited children into their midst, loved and encouraged them, and
allowed children to serve alongside the adults. Within that faith community, I grew in wisdom
and stature and love of the Lord. I already had a deep sense of God within our world, but
I learned to be a disciple of Jesus by paying close attention to my parents and the church
members. I mirrored their actions of serving and loving each other. I was mentored by them
in teaching children, and I matured in faith as we served in the same, little, country church
together.

DO YOU HAVE SIMILAR MEMORIES OF YOUR
OWN EARLY FAITH EXPERIENCES?
Turn to your neighbor and describe some of your earliest memories of learning to follow Christ.
Give about five minutes for sharing and then open the floor to a few stories. Be careful to
manage your time well.
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We are here to discover what the Practice of the Vocation of children’s ministry looks like in your
congregation. Many of you identified how God worked in your life. God is also at work in the lives
of the children within this congregation. We have the opportunity to partner with God, through the
Spirit, to draw our children more deeply into a relationship with Christ.
Before we can imagine the practice of children’s ministry, we need to wrap our minds around our
goal. Ivy Beckwith and David Csinos, some of my favorite authors in children’s ministry, say...
“Children’s ministry involves telling God’s story with the hope that children will make the
story their own, that they will come to see themselves as actors within the story.” Children’s
Ministry in the Way of Jesus

Discipleship

When someone makes God’s story his own, we may call him a disciple. A disciple is an individual
living out her commitment to God as she learns to follow Jesus, listen to the Spirit, and participate
in God’s mission to serve and transform the world. The Bible tells us about Jesus’ disciples, doesn’t
it? They followed Jesus everywhere! Sometimes, when I study the disciples, the old jingle about
the “My Buddy” doll invades my mind. “My buddy, my buddy, wherever he goes, I go!” Wherever
Jesus went, they went. The disciples followed Jesus so closely that he had to sneak off for periods
of solitude. Parents, we get this feeling, don’t we?

Don’t we sometimes feel
this way with our kids?
Jesus’ disciples, for all practical purposes, were childlike in their faith. Through their relationship
with Jesus, they mirrored his actions. Jesus mentored them in their discipleship until the point in
time that they were mature enough to be sent out, albeit still under Jesus’ mentorship.

At times, the disciples’ questions seem childlike.
Speaker Note:The knowledge level of your attendees and the time permitted may allow you
to expand on the circumstances of these questions. You may choose to read this in a childlike
voice, and in the case of number four, the voice of a frustrated parent.
1

“Who, then, is the greatest of the kingdom of heaven?” Matthew 18:1

2

“Who then can be saved?” Matthew 19:25

3

“Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?” Mark 4:38

4

AND - “At times, Jesus showed frustration with the disciples. ‘Why are you so afraid? Do
you still have no faith in me?’” Mark 4:40

121

4
We tend to put these men on a pedestal. Yet, the disciples were still maturing. Following Jesus
on His journey was their classroom: watching and mirroring his actions; participating and being
mentored by Jesus; accepting the challenge to be sent out; and maturing in their faith. Our
children, too, learn by following those who follow Christ. We teach children as they watch our
example and copy it (mirror), as we intentionally instruct them (mentor), and as we allow them to
“do it themselves” (maturing in their own discipleship).
As we talk about disciples, I think it is important to offer a modern definition of discipleship. A
disciple is an individual living out his commitment to God as he learns to follow Jesus, listen to the
Spirit, and participate in God’s mission to serve and transform the world.
I believe that humans are driven to be the disciple of someone or something. We innately
know that we want to be like someone else whether through TV, the Bible, our family, sports,
etc. Possibly, we are driven to be disciples because we were created in the image of God, and
therefore, we want to look like God in whatever way possible.

People - Children - Are Created in God’s Image
Looking back at Genesis, God says:
“Let us make humanity in our image to resemble us so they may take charge of the fish of the
sea, the birds in the sky, the livestock, all the earth, and all the crawling things on earth. God
created humanity in God’s own image, in the divine image God created them, male and female
God created them.” Genesis 1:26-27 (CEV)

Who is made in god’s image?
Children

Teens

Adults

Male

Female

Because we are created in God’s image, we are created for relationships with God. Our spiritual
nature enables that relationship. Rebecca Nye says that children’s spirituality is “God’s way of
being with children and children’s way of being with God.” Nye goes on to claim in her books that
“Research has found that childhood often provides the most crucial spiritual impressions of all, the
ones that could shape (or distort) all the experiences later in life.”
At the beginning of this workshop, I asked you about your earliest memories of God. Many of you
identified childhood memories. Many of you began your discipleship journey, as an individual living
out your commitment to God as you learned to follow Jesus, listen to the Spirit, and participate
in God’s mission to serve and transform the world - in childhood. You likely had the opportunity
to mirror your family and faith community, be mentored by your family and faith community, and
mature through the intentional efforts of your family and faith community.
God gave us the gift of community for our own discipleship and that of our children.
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Community and the Discipleship of Children
Throughout Scripture, children appear in stories. Yet, they are often overlooked since they are not
the main character. For example, do you remember these two passages?
“Everyone must come—men, women, children, and even the foreigners who live in your towns.
And each new generation will listen and learn to worship the Lord their God with fear and
trembling and to do exactly what is said in God’s Law.” Deuteronomy 31:12, 13 (CEV)
“While Ezra was down on his knees in front of God’s temple, praying with tears in his eyes, and
confessing the sins of the people of Israel, a large number of men, women, and children gathered
around him and cried bitterly.” Ezra 10:1

As the saying goes, “There are more where these came from.”
This passage is probably familiar to you. Consider the words of Jesus.
“Some people brought their children to Jesus so that he could bless them by placing his hands
on them. But his disciples told the people to stop bothering him. When Jesus saw this, he
became angry and said, ‘Let the children come to me! Don’t try to stop them. People who are like
these little children belong to the kingdom of God. I promise you that you cannot get into God’s
kingdom, unless you accept it the way a child does.’ Then Jesus took the children in his arms and
blessed them by placing his hands on them.” Mark 10:13-16 (CEV)
Jesus rebuked the disciples and blessed the children.

Who was Jesus talking to when he spoke these words?
Do we need to receive these words from Jesus as well?
Community is an important piece of God’s plan for growing disciples. In community, disciples
mirror maturing disciples, are mentored by maturing disciples, and mature in their discipleship.
Remember, a disciple is an “individual living out their commitment to God as they learn to follow
Jesus, listen to the Spirit, and participate in God’s mission to serve and transform the world.”
You may be wondering by now what’s up with the mirroring, mentoring, and maturing business?
I believe that the church has taught children to mirror the actions of Bible class teachers,
preachers, parents, and other leaders. Churches have built strong education programs and invited
children into special activities that encourages discipleship. In many cases, churches focus their
efforts on Bible literacy and make Bible knowledge a litmus test of the spiritual growth of children.
Sometimes, when we have knowledge, we are still missing some critical pieces. In this video
(video link on following page), children are going to give instructions to their parents regarding
common activities they do every day. It is called the Exact Instructions Challenge. While you
watch, I would like to ask the right side of the room to put yourself in the parent’s shoes and the
left side of the room in the role of the child.
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WATCH:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CT8Z1LlooCM (6:00 min video)

ASK:
Parents (right side of room)
What was it like to follow Only the given instructions for an
activity?
If you had never made toast or brushed your teeth before, how
would you have felt about this attempt?
Do you believe the children gave it their best effortS to write
good instructions?

Children (left side of room)
What was it like watching your parents fail at simple activities?
Do you feel that you gave them good instructions?
why didn’t it work?
What needed to change to make the parents successful?
If we focus only on educating children in the faith, they may end up like the parents in this video
- unable to carry out instructions because something is missing. That something is not tangible.
These parents needed their children to show them how to brush their teeth and how to make
toast so that the parent could mirror the activity, be mentored by the children, and then do it
themselves (mature). In mirroring and mentoring, the gaps between receiving instructions and
practicing that activity (formation) is filled so that true spiritual transformation (maturing) may
occur.
When we invite children into community, we give them the opportunity to both receive information
AND to mirror the lives of more mature disciples.
Presenter Instructions: Prepare examples of how this may be accomplished in the church,
home, and elsewhere. The following page includes examples to help facilitate this.
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WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE?
Mirroring is:

1

Worships alongside the family

2

Memorizes a prayer often recited by a parent or teacher

3

Welcomes a child to class

4

Picks up trash from the church yard

5

Sitting patiently in class showing hospitality to others

BECAUSE THEY ARE FOLLOWING THE EXAMPLE OF A PARENT OR TEACHER.

Mentoring is:

1

Following the notes of a song with a parent

2

Praying in own words with family.

3

Picking up trash with the church custodian

4

Reading scripture in service with the worship minister

5

Talking to a stranger in class

BECAUSE A PARENT OR TEACHER HAS INVITED THE CHILD TO PARTICIPATE ALONGSIDE HIM.

Maturing is:

1

A child worshipping God

2

A child engaging God in prayer in his everyday life

3

A child taking care of God’s creation

4

A child reflecting on scripture in her everyday life

5

A child initiating an act of service to right an injustice

BECAUSE SHE CAN DO IT HERSELF.
In Formational Children’s Ministry, Beckwith says, “Developing Christians – people who love
God and desire to live in the way of Jesus – is not primarily a cognitive endeavor either, but
for hundreds of years the church has treated it as such. The act of becoming a Christian is
the actual practicing of being a Christian over and over and over again. One does not become
Christian by sitting in a room in a church hearing a Bible story. This is part of it, yes, but one
becomes Christian by being immersed in God’s story everywhere it is told, the church, as well
as repeating acts of loving neighbor and denying oneself, over and over and over again. This
form of education permeates every child’s life and cannot be regulated to a few hours a week
spent learning inside the walls of the church.”
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Presenter:The first question invites the participants to brainstorm as a large group. After
you have guided them, shift to a table discussion for the activity.

ASK:

BECKWITH SAYS THAT A CHRISTIAN NEEDS TO REPEAT ACTS OF LOVING
NEIGHBOR AND DENYING SELF AS A PRACTICE OF MINISTRY. WHAT DO
YOU THINK SHE MEANS BY THIS? CAN YOU GIVE SOME EXAMPLES?

In fact, we could as a group name many actions that children take part in that are Christ-like. We
are going to spend a few minutes at our tables brainstorming.
Activity:Give each table notecards and pencils/pens. Invite participants to brainstorm
children’s ministry activities, church activities, or even family/private activities that help
them grow their faith. These may be current children’s ministry activities or other activities
that the participant wishes the children had an opportunity to engage. Participants
should write one activity per notecard. (Examples: Bible class, prayer training, LTC, serving
communion, going to children’s worship, service projects, and mission Sunday.) Once the
tables have had an opportunity to discuss, encourage them to hold onto their cards for just
a moment.
I heard a lot of discussion, and I feel certain that you identified many great activities that our
children are involved in that grows their faith in God. Hold onto your cards for a moment, and let
me suggest a framework for organizing those activities.
This is called the six practices of discipleship.

The Six Practices of Discipleship
Activity:Create six large, sticky notes to hang on the wall - one per practice. Label them as
follows: Learning, Worshipping/Praying, Proclaiming, Practicing Hospitality and Forgiveness,
Practicing Mercy, and Resource Stewardship. Use these to introduce each practice. The
presenter should be prepared to give a couple of examples for each of these as they may
unfold in her church ministry, home, or school.
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Broadly speaking, there are six practices that connect a disciple (child and adult) with God.
1

Children learn about and identify themselves within God’s unfolding story.

2

Children worship God with the intent to love, adore, and devote themselves to God.

3

Children proclaim (tell) others about their faith in a way that connects with others and
invites them into God’s unfolding story.

4

Children show hospitality and forgiveness to others for the sake of the kingdom.

5

Children participate in the brokenness of the world through acts of compassion, justice,
and mercy.

6

Children utilize their resources in a manner that glorifies God.

While you are already participating in these practices, it is helpful to consider each of your
activities within this framework. As a group, let’s assign your activities to these practices.
Activity:Select a spokesperson for your table. The spokesperson will take his notecards to
the sticky notes, read it, and the group will select where that activity should be posted. Each
table will go through this process. However, only unique notecards need to be discussed as
the process continues. After the last table completes the process, debrief with the following
questions (you may not need all of the questions):

1

What do you notice about our six practices of ministry?

2

Do the practices get equal attention in our children’s ministry?
Why or why not?

3

Are we making intentional choices that invite children into the
practice? Could we do a better job on any of these practices?

4

What would you change, if anything?

5

What would you keep the same, if anything?

Conclusion
In this workshop, we have discussed the discipleship of children, the essential role that
community plays in discipleship, and the six practices of discipleship as a framwork to guiding
our ministry choices. We have considered the essential role of mirroring the actions of others,
being mentored intentionally in discipleship, and maturing in faith. After the break, we will shift our
towards creating a vision for children’s ministry.

127

10

SESSION 2: CREATING A VISION OF MINISTRY WITH CHILDREN
Goal:In this session, the participants will identify the practices of ministry and develop
an understanding of the role of the children’s minister. Participants will be encouraged to
move away from the idea of ministry tasks to that of ministry practices. This session will
prepare the participants to articulate a cohesive vision of children’s ministry. This vision may
shape the children’s ministry program, the job description of the children’s minister, or the
expectations of the volunteer leadership team.

Introduction
Read Ephesians 4:1-16
When I was an undergraduate student, Robert Oglesby the youth ministry professor at Abilene
Christian University required all the youth ministry students to memorize and recite this passage
for a grade. At that time, my favorite part of this verse was the imagery of “we will no longer
be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every winding of
teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming.” My reasoning
emanated out of a desire to see teenagers not lose their faith through the deceitful scheming of
the devil. Truthfully, I probably identified just as much as one that was at risk of being blown “here
and there” by the wind.
Later, I turned my attention to: “So Christ himself gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists,
the pastors and teachers, to equip his people for works of service.” Christ, through the Spirit, has
given believers giftings for the good of the kingdom.
All disciples, children or adult, have spiritual gifts. God has equipped each person with these gifts
for kingdom service. Through mirroring, mentoring, and maturing, these disciples will come to a
place where at just the right time they will use their giftedness to serve others, teach others, and
lead others for the sake of the kingdom.

Spiritual gifts are the natural abilities of a disciple that is empowered by the
Spirit and are lived out for the sake of the kingdom.
Spiritual gifts are the natural abilities of a disciple that is empowered by the Spirit and are lived
out for the sake of the kingdom.
Spend any time with a child, and you will quickly identify their natural abilities. Children have
the ability and the capacity to lead us into service, forgiveness, hospitality, worship, prayer,
proclamation, and even teaching. This will happen organically over time but is nurtured through
relationships. In fact, it requires the opportunity to mirror, mentor, and mature the disciple in the
ways of Christ for the sake of the kingdom.
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Csinos and Beckwith summarizes it like this: “The task of children’s ministry, then, is to form
young disciples, to help children build identities as followers of Jesus. It is about apprenticing
children in the way of Jesus, the way of love, joy, reconciliation, peace, service, justice and
mercy. It is about teaching, guiding and mentoring them about and through Jesus’ words and
actions.” Children‘s Ministry in the Way of Jesus
Notice that Csinos and Beckwith are describing the six practices of discipleship. These six
practices of discipleship, when organized into a ministry program become the six practices of
ministry that the entire congregation should be called to facilitate amongst their church members
(disciples). Let’s review what we have already done on our sticky notes.
Moving these from the practice of the disciple to the practices of a church community provides
a larger framework for spiritual growth, community outreach, education, worship, and service to
others.

The Six Practices of Ministry
Presenter: Be prepared to give personal examples of these practices, if necessary. The
workshop leader could use the sticky notes on the wall to describe these within the
congregation’s own context as brainstormed in the first session.
1

Practice of Teaching: The act of discipling children, volunteers, and parents through the
active engagement of God’s unfolding story in the world.

2

Practice of Prayer and Worship: The act of inviting disciples into communal, creative,
meaningful, and prayerful spaces with the intent to love, adore, and devote oneself to
God.

3

Practice of Proclamation: The act of communicating the Good News in a way that it
connects with the listeners and emboldens disciples to live out God’s unfolding story in
the world.

4

Practice of Pastoral Care: The act of inviting disciples into relationships with all others
that are centered in hospitality and forgiveness for the sake of the kingdom.

5

Practice of Mercy: The act of inviting children, volunteers, and parents to participate in
the brokenness of the world through acts of compassion, justice, and proclamation.

6

Practice of Administration: The act of stewardship regarding the resources utilized by
the church for the purposes of ministry.

God’s story is unfolding throughout time. God is active and present in the interaction of the
world. God has invited us into the story with a “come, follow me.” Now, we join God. We become
the hands and feet of Jesus in the drama of God bringing all into reconciliation with God. These
six practices of ministry are a good framework to assess God’s unfolding story within the local
church.
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Guess what! God does not give us all the same assignments. When we choose children’s ministry
activities, children’s curriculum, worship styles, and we show hospitality and mercy to those in
need, we need to do this through our own uniqueness. These considerations need to be hard work
for every congregation and every congregational leader. While it’s tempting to use a cookie cutter
curriculum that has given great success in many other churches, our responsibility is to know
ourselves well enough to choose resources that truly bring us into partnership with God.
This is why a cohesive vision of ministry agreed upon by church leaders, volunteers, ministers,
and parents is so important. Otherwise, we may become “tossed back and forth by the waves
and blown here and there by every winding of teaching.” The grass always looks greener in the
children’s ministry wing of a church that is growing in numbers. The murals are always brighter
if children are laughing and engaging. The recruiting is always easier if you are not doing the
recruiting and are only listening to the success stories of those who wrote the books and
developed the curriculum.
Written curriculum and ministry self-help books are important! They save us time! They bring
into the conversation the imaginations of many traditions. They invite us to try new things,
or they simplify enough that less mature disciples can still engage in their own spiritual gifts.
However, they can also be damaging. For years, I sat in ministry leadership meetings and said that
curriculum publishers are driving both the thoughts and practices of children’s ministry leaders
and congregational decisions. I often talked with church leaders who put curriculum in the hands
of volunteers and parents that did not uphold that congregation’s doctrinal beliefs. Think about
the strong emphasis on baptism in the churches of Christ. It is at the core of who we are, and yet,
I found teachers reading scripted curriculum that invited children to say the believer’s prayer. This
kind of doctrinal and theological mismatch is dangerous. It is not an example of cohesive vision. I
also find children’s ministries that invite children to learn all they can about Scripture while rarely
inviting them to worship God with their whole hearts or showing mercy to those in need.
Vision of ministry is vitally important to provide a fence to keep the ministry from straying into
pastures that are not theirs to cultivate. In other words, God has given each congregation a place
in the unfolding story, and they need to think critically about their own place in that story and not
inhabit someone else’s story. Once the hard work of articulating one’s own story is accomplished,
then it is the right time to search out curriculum resources and ministry self-help books that
assist the congregation in unfolding that story.

Instructions

The next two sections of this project are written for congregations that create a vision of
ministry and/or a job description for the minister. The presenter and church leadership team
should choose the sections that fit their needs. By using a similar process to create a vision
and a job description through the framework of the six practices of ministry, a cohesive vision
between the ministry and the minister or ministry leaders should be formed. A presenter may
also choose to divide this section into multiple meetings if they need to do a deep exploration
of the church’s context, ministry vision, and the minister/ministry leader’s job description.
Here, I assume prior knowledge of the church’s context, and the goal then becomes
articulating a vision for ministry or a minister hire.
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OPTION #1: CREATING A VISION FOR MINISTRY
Introduction
A vision for ministry is “a picture of a preferred future, one that you’re seeking to create.” (Youth
Ministry Management Tools 2.0)
Books on leadership may use the word “mission” instead of “vision.” Other books may use the
word “goals.” Each of these can be shaped into their own meaning. For our purposes, we are
going to talk about vision and vision statements as a document that expresses the values of the
congregational leaders and the purposes of the children’s ministry program within the context of
the church.
This session should lead you to a working vision. Congregational leaders, ministers, parents, and
volunteers will need to take additional time to formalize the proposed vision and bring it inline
with the congregational vision.
Context Matters
You have probably noticed that I use the word context, a lot. Context may be defined as “the
congregation’s location in history (founding to present), geography (community), and in social
connections” (adapted from Studying Congregations).

Your context describes the following:
What is our denominational heritage?
What do we do in worship and why? What are the sacred cows?
Why do we meet for classes when we do?
Where does everyone live? Do they live near or far from the
church building?
What cultural heritages make up our congregation and
neighborhood?
Where do the children attend school? How does that affect our
ministry decisions?
What is the socio-economic make up of our church and
community?
What kind of clubs and activities are families involved in?
Are families more connected to other families in our
congregation or in their other activities?
Instructions: Take a few moments to discuss these questions, and write descriptor words
on a white board. If the participants have not described their context in the past, a more
complete conversation needs to happen at another time. For the purposes of this workshop,
a simple description will do.
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Creating a Vision for Ministry
Instructions: Return the participants focus to the six practices of discipleship/ministry that
are listed on the sticky notes.
We are going to create a working vision for the children’s ministry. Because there are church
leaders, volunteers, and parents present for the conversation, we are going to consider this a
shared vision. We are relying on the leaders to provide the information needed to keep this vision
inline with that of the congregation.

There will be some conversations that cannot happen today due to time.
Instructions: Appoint a note take to write down any points of contention in which current
children’s ministry practices do not match the expectations of the church leadership or the
congregational vision. This will need to be discussed in future church leader meetings.
First, we want to identify broad concepts within each practice of ministry. Choose an example
from a sticky note. For example, the congregation may have a goal of Scripture knowledge. This
may need to be stated in their own definition of the “Practice of Teaching.” Walk the group through
articulating these broad concepts. Refer to contextual information as well.
Second, let’s identify current practices that become objectives in achieving our vision. Again, walk
the group through this discussion and keep context in mind. Make note of any items of contention
for later discussion.
Third, what’s missing? Take a few moments to identify weaknesses. Depending on the
number and complexity of weaknesses, this may need to be noted for future discussion.

Option #1: Vision Conclusion
In this discussion, we have considered the following: what it means to be a disciple on a spiritual
journey; to mirror, mentor, and mature in the practices of discipleship; and how the church
will come alongside children, and really all disciples to grow in their discipleship. We have also
identified some of the activities leading us towards this path that are already in place for children.
Additionally, you identified the six practices of ministry. You considered your place in God’s
unfolding story, and you talked briefly about your context within the history of the congregation,
your community, and your networks. Finally, you synthesized all of this information into a working
vision. Don’t forget any additional discussion that you identified as potential topics for future
meetings. You have done good work that God will certainly bless through your continued attention
and intentional efforts.
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My hope and prayer is that this workshop has helped the church
leaders and volunteers within the children’s ministry have a cohesive
vision for the practice of the vocation of the children’s minister.
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OPTION #2: CREATING A JOB DESCRIPTION FOR A CHILDREN’S MINISTER
(OR VOLUNTEER LEADERS)
If the task of children’s ministry is to form young disciples, then the task of the minister is to lead
these young disciples in their own journey.

Definition: Ministers are leaders who disciple others through intentional, transformative, livedout experiences within the community for the sake of the kingdom.

Intentional – The minister has designed formational experiences with the purpose of
deepening the faith of disciples.
Transformative – The disciples are becoming more like Christ through the leadership of the
minister.
Lived-Out Experiences – The disciples engage transformation through heart, soul, body, and
mind, actively participating with others in experiences of learning and service.
For the Sake of the Kingdom – The ultimate goal is partnership with God in the mission to
reconcile and redeem a fallen world.
Ministers feel “called” to their vocation. It is more than a job. It is an investment of their life in the
lives of others. Some of you may feel a little uncomfortable with the concept of being “called,” but
even Paul used this word to describe his life vocation.
“As a prisioner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.”
Ephesians 4:1
A calling is “a Spirit prompted decision to dedicate one’s life work to utilizing their spiritual
giftedness for the sake of the kingdom.” Introducing the Practice of Ministry
In the case of children’s ministry, those that are called to minister to children, regardless of title
or paycheck, arecalled to use their spiritual giftedness to disciple children for the sake of the
kingdom. This includes:
The study of ministry, theology, and Bible in preparation for the vocation and practice of
ministry.
The desire to listen for the Spirit’s affirmation over time through prayer and study.
Inviting the discernment of mentors (parents, ministers, professors) who help name clarify
the nature of the calling.
Receiving a call to serve in a specific ministry location.
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There is a difference between knowing what you want to “be” when you grow up and actually
knowing what you “do” in that field. Ministry is no different. I have surveyed quite a few children’s
ministers. and among their chief frustrations is a disconnect between the church leaders’
expectations and their actual practice of ministry.
For example, a common complaint from ministers is that leaders do not realize the number of
hours they spend each week in pastoral care of others. This can take quite a bit of time and it
can be emotionally draining on the minister. Yet, it rarely shows up in job descriptions for the
children’s minister. Therefore, the expectations of the congregation and leaders are skewed
to not include these hours in the minister’s work week which leads to overwork, stress, and
dissatisfaction between the members, ministers, and leadership.
It is vital that we connect our expectations of a minister to a ministry vision. Developing a vision
of ministry through the six ministry practices and a job description through those practices can
lead to greater cohesiveness in the expectations of all involved.
Handouts:Pass out the sample job descriptions to each table. These job descriptions will
have a variety of details, reflecting the “everything-and-the-kitchen-sink” model, “paint-bynumber” model, and the “blank canvas” model.
The discussion will turn towards creating a cohesive vision for the vocation and practice of
children’s ministry. This discussion can be tweaked depending on congregational needs. You may
move towards defining the role of the children’s minister and/or creating a vision for the children’s
ministry program whichever is needed in your congregation.
These handouts are sample job descriptions. They fit into three categories.
1

The Blank Canvas: This job description is oversimplified. It does not give a real picture
of what the minister is to do or the goals of the ministry.

2

The Paint by Number: This job description describes the ministry program but leaves it
to the minister’s discretion (or imagination) to determine their job responsibilities.

3

The Everything-and-the-Kitchen-Sink: This job description resembles a brainstorm of
everything that could be accomplished or addressed in the children’s ministry right
down to mopping floors and cutting out handwork.

Activity:Instruct the group to assign a practice of ministry to each expectation on the
job description. They may use the sticky notes for reference. In order to define the job
description expectations, it may be helpful to add note cards of a different color to the
large sticky notes.
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ASK:

What do you notice about these expectations as they match
with the six practices of ministry? Are there any that are
underrepresented in the minister job descriptions? Are there
any practices that demand much of the time and attention of
the minister?

Most ministers work 40 hours a week or more. Most of the time, the supervisors of the minister
will express that they desire a healthy work/life balance for the minister. If the ministers work
hours include the time they spend leading during church, and I believe that it should, then
the minister will have about have about 32 hours a week for meetings, preparing for classes,
organizational responsibilities such as recruiting and equipping volunteers or planning special
events, pastoral care, and the like.
Activity:Take a moment to debrief the job duties assigned to each ministry practice. Are
any of the duties outside of the scope of the minister’s practice? Which duties could be
completed by volunteer staff? Are there duties not represented that fill an essential role
that should be assigned to the minister?

We are going to first address some key issues:
1

Are there any duties that are not represented on our Sticky
notes? Let’s add those now.

2

Are there any duties that can reasonably be accomplished
by another person and should not be the minister’s direct
responsibility? As you consider this, remember that a minister is leading
disciples into the practices of discipleship and should not “mistakenly assume the
responsibilities of other disciples” as noted in Introducing the Practice of Ministry.
Instructions:Simply move sticky notes to an “other” category as it may still need to
be noted that the minister is supervising others fulfilling those specific duties.

3

Have we found balance now? If not, what else can be moved
to our “other” category.
Important Note:Remember to connect these duties to the vision of ministry.
Everything that one might do to practice teaching does not need to be listed. Only
those items important to the vision of the children’s ministry within the context of
the church needs to be listed.
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Optional Discussion: Education, Training, and Supervision of the
Children’s Minister
Congregations that are hiring part-time or full-time ministers may need to consider a few
additional issues. If the congregation is hiring a minister, it is helpful to consider the education,
training, and supervision of children’s ministers.
In my faith tradition, we give the title of Minister to a person hired by the leaders of the
congregation to oversee a specific ministry specialty. First, I firmly believe that a paycheck
does not make one a minister in God’s eyes. A person called to and selected by a congregation
to lead disciples in the practice of ministry is a minister. Some congregations are blessed with
the financial resources to pay these leaders so that they can commit their working lives to the
ministry within that local congregation. This final section will discuss some common questions
when hiring a minister.

What kind of training does a children’s minister need?
I am called to train ministers. Therefore, I believe strongly that ministers need theological
education. Children’s ministers select curriculum that shapes a child’s early perceptions about
God. It has been noted by Csinos and Beckwith that children’s ministries are often guilty of
selecting curriculum that does not reinforce their congregations theological views and practices.
Children then grow up disconnected from the culture of their congregation and perhaps with
beliefs that are directly opposed to that of the congregation.
Therefore, we train children’s ministers to:
Study scripture with a variety of tools and insights.
Reflect on church history and theological beliefs and consider how those shape the
congregational practices.
Understand the developmental needs of children and families.
Practice spiritual formation in a way that children and adults are shaped by God.
Know church safety procedures, budgeting, and other administrative practices.

137

B5

What if we hire a children’s minister who does not have
formal training?
Believe it or not, many churches hire children’s ministers from other occupations, teaching, for
example. I would suggest that church leaders make additional training available to new ministers
with different backgrounds. Here are a few ways to help that happen:
The new hire may enroll in a Masters of Ministry degree and explore ministry at an
academic level.
A ministry mentor may be assigned to the new minister to talk through hurdles and conflict
as they arise.
The minister may be given a budget to attend conferences and purchase reading resources.

Should we hire a female for this role?
I believe that God calls women and men to ministry. Within the local church though, the elders
determine how each person pursues their public ministry. In my faith tradition, women are
sometimes limited in their public role. My advice is simple. Review the job description and ask if
either gender can perform those duties. If the answer is no, then you will either need to discuss
changing the expectations for women in leadership roles or changing the job description so that
either gender may participate in these roles.

Can a male be a children’s minister?
Absolutely! A children’s minister is someone called to disciple children. Is the person comfortable
with children? Do children respond well to the person? Do parents and caregivers feel that the
person is responsible? Let’s not let society dictate negative, male stereotypes onto those called to
ministry.

Option #2: Minister Job Description Conclusion
In this presentation, we have considered what it means to be a disciple on a spiritual journey,
to mirror, mentor, and mature in the practices of discipleship, and how the church will come
alongside children, and really all disciples, to grow in their discipleship. We have also identified
some of the activities leading us towards this path that are already in place for children.
We discussed that ministers are leaders who are called to lead disciples in their own discipleship.
This means that a minister helps a person learn about God, worship God, tell of the good news,
invite others into fellowship, forgive, show mercy, and use resources wisely.
We created a first draft of a ministry job description that explores children’s ministry through
the framework of the six practices of ministry/discipleship. We identified specific duties that the
children’s minister is called to lead while leaving room for the minister to equip others in their own
discipleship by delegating tasks to others as they are spiritually gifted.
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Finally, we addressed the importance of the job description. It should accurately reflect the
responsibilities to which that person is held accountable by the church leadership and should
be carefully considered based on that person’s gifting, training, and gender. Additionally, the job
description should describe the educational expectations of the children’s minister. Theological
education is important. However, an understanding that some are called to ministry from other
professions dictates a necessity for alternative training and education. Additional training is
available for ministers through graduate programs, mentoring, conferences, and printed resources.

My hope and prayer is that this workshop has helped the church
leaders and volunteers within the children’s ministry have a cohesive
vision for the practice of the vocation of the children’s minister.
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Sample Job Description #1
Purpose: Direct all aspects of the children and family ministry program.
Qualifications: Love God, love kids, and appropriate educational experiences as
determined by the committee through the interview process.
Size of Congregation: 500 average attendance, 100 children 5th grade and under.
Duties:
1) Coordinate all aspects of the Bible class program for 5th grade and under. This includes
but is not limited to: recruiting teachers, selecting curriculum, preparing curriculum,
equipping teachers, finding substitutes, and teaching as needed.
2) Plan special events for families.
3) Coordinate all aspects of VBS.
4) Coordinate all aspects of Summer Camp.
5) Join ministers and elders in all church wide projects; providing for needs of the
congregation and children.
6) Visit children, families, and other congregational members on a regular basis in their
homes and at the hospital.
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Sample Job Description #2
Purpose: The Children’s Minister will assist the shepherds and senior staff in overseeing the
ministry of Christian formation for children and parents from birth to 5th grade. The Children’s
Minister is to promote the understanding that the church is the kingdom of God into which our
children are welcomed as full participants. The Children’s Minister will encourage our volunteers
to display a warm, loving environment where Biblical truths are learned and where Christian
relationships are formed. The Children’s Minister will report to the Senior Minister.
Mission: The Children’s Ministry mission is to partner with families in shaping children in
the image of Christ by modeling Christ, teaching Christ, and helping our children experience
Christ through serving. We will have accomplished our goal when we see children become fully
functioning disciples that join God in his kingdom work.
Qualifications:
1. Strong biblical knowledge and experience commensurate with position
2. High School diploma or equivalent
3. Children’s Ministry degree or other biblical degree preferred
4. Commitment to continuing education
5. Formal experience and training working with children
6. Experience in working with and recruiting volunteers
7. Excellent written and oral communications skills
8. Excellent organization and planning skills
9. Meet requirements to drive church vehicles
10. Employment contingent successful background investigation
Personal Characteristics:
1. A commitment to Jesus Christ (deep personal faith and devotional life).
2. A passionate love for the church and an understanding of its history.
3. Spiritual maturity with a commitment to the authority of Scripture. Model spiritual
disciplines in the areas of study, prayer, emotional stability, and personal growth.
4. A mature leader quick to listen and slow to speak. Being respectful of and
incorporating other’s ideas.
5. Embrace accountability (is open and transparent).
6. The ability to accept criticism, not be easily offended, and to give others the benefit
of the doubt that their comments are given in love.
7. A mature communicator. Responses focused on desired results. One who shuns
right fighting, being defensive, and excessive negative emotions.
8. Warm, encouraging personality that connects well with children.
9. Clear personal and professional vision.
10. Good recruiter and trainer of others.
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11. A team player--able both to follow and lead.
12. Sets example and serves as role model in personal life.
Size of Congregation: 500 average attendance, 100 children 5th grade and under.
Responsibilities:
1. Develop and maintain a children’s learning environment that builds a strong
foundation of Bible knowledge teaching, instructing, and educating children in
God’s word.
2. Foster a body committed to communicating to our children that they are valued,
nurturing them in love, modeling faith, and encouraging their participation in the
works of the body.
3. Direct, collaborate with and/or support all works involving children from cradle roll
to 5th grade including:
a. Bible Class - Sunday morning and Wednesday nights
b. Bible Hour
c. Village Kids
d. VBS
e. LTC
f. Teacher Training
g. Children’s Work Room
h. Enrichment & Recognition Programs
i. Website & Brochures
4. Maintain and improve safety & security processes:
a. Check in/out
b. Building Security
c. Hall Monitor
d. Child Protection Policy & background checks for workers
5. Develop, maintain and update the Children’s Ministry Website to communicate the
ministry’s services and encourage new family visitation.
6. Regular communication with the leadership and the body on the goals of Children’s
Ministry. Develop, communicate and direct a calendar year of events well in
advance.
7. Organizing, planning and overseeing all other children’s events including dinners,
plays and holiday activities or community outreach projects.
8. Visiting each child and his/her family at least once during the year outside of church
(sports, school programs, etc.).
9. Empower parents to have a significant participation in the ministry through the use
of parenting classes and parent workshops.

142

25
10. Developing Children’s Ministry curriculum. Making the lessons of scripture relevant
by helping children apply them to their lives.
11. Equip volunteers with lessons, materials, supplies and training for various positions.
12. Work closely with Youth Minister to assure smooth transition to youth program.
13. Supply support for church activities that require childcare.
14. Recommending Children’s ministry budget and allocating funds appropriately.
15. A strong knowledge in how to deal with medical emergencies.
16. Adhere to confidentiality, and comply with all Church confidentiality policies.
17. Attend training as directed by the Church Leadership.
18. Keep full time office hours in conjunction with other staff members.
19. All other duties as assigned by the Church Leadership.
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Sample Job Description #3
The Central Texas Church of Christ believes that salvation is by grace through faith. Our goal
is to practice the presence of Christ to the Glory of God. We believe that a strong foundation
during a child’s development is crucial to the decisions they will make as young adults.
TERMS: Permanent, Full-Time
REPORTS TO: Senior Minister and Elders
PURPOSE: To assist the leadership and congregation of CTCC in encouraging
and equipping the home to be the primary place where faith
is nurtured, lived, and shared while creating a community
among the young families (children: birth – 5th grade) that will
effectively transition them into spiritually confident teenagers.
PREFERRED EDUCATION, EXPERIENCE, SKILLS, AND MATURITY
• Spiritually and emotionally mature, evidenced through devotional life with God and
healthy relationships with people.
• High personal integrity, with the ability to earn trust and respect from others.
• Strong communication skills. Ability to influence change in a positive manner.
• Love for children and families, with a vision for teaching and nurturing.
• Excellent knowledge of the Bible.
• Experience with recruiting, equipping, and managing volunteers.
• Bachelor’s degree required.
DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
• Collaborate with the staff and members to achieve the vision and goals of CTCC.
• Recruit, lead, and equip volunteers to implement the vision of the Children and Family
ministry.
• Design and develop programs and structures that support the vision to create a
community of families who disciple kids by modeling an authentic walk with God.
This includes evaluating current structures and programs like Children’s Worship, LTC,
Christmas Musical, VBS or some program like it, family service projects where children
can see their parents’ faith in action, and other purposeful family activities where the
parents and children interact and the discussion centers around Biblical concepts.
• Collaborate with the coordinators of each children and family ministry program, as well
as the administrative assistant to children and family ministry.
• Identify and encourage families with children who are not actively involved in church
and plan events focusing on outreach.
• Communicate and plan with teachers, kids, and parents in order to provide structure
and consistency.
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APPENDIX F
Expert Evaluation of the Workshop Curriculum

An Evaluation of “The Discipleship of Children: Creating a Cohesive Vision of
Children’s Ministry in the Local Church”
Ron Bruner
My task in this report was to evaluate a curriculum, “The Discipleship of
Children: Creating a Cohesive Vision of Children’s Ministry in the Local Church,” as
prepared by Shannon Rains and a curriculum process team. The curriculum has two parts,
one discussing the discipleship of children and the second creating a vision of children’s
ministry. The second part has two paths; one creates a vision statement for congregational
children’s ministry, the other facilitates writing a job description for a children’s minister.
At the end, this curriculum provides readers with excellent resources, each of which are
informed by scholarship and practice, contextually appropriate, and current.
The goal of this curriculum is to facilitate a “conversation concerning the
discipleship of children [and] the ministry practices of the local congregation, and to
facilitate a cohesive vision of children’s ministry among the leadership of the
congregation” (1). Part one of the curriculum addresses goals one and two; part two
attends to goals two and three. I begin by addressing the effectiveness of the submitted
curriculum to meet those goals.
Goal one: Facilitate a conversation concerning the discipleship of children. At
the beginning of the workshop, the curriculum asks its users to reflect on their childhood
(2). From this perspective, it seems more likely that participants will recall experiences,
practices, and relationships that formed their faith. Although not all will make this shift of
perspective, this prompt will probably empower at least some participants to access their
early childhood narratives. Consequently, workshop leaders can hope that participants
will more likely come to understand that the church’s work with children is more than
downloading information. The curriculum helps participants understand children as
natively spiritual beings whose stories connect with the story of God. I find this to be a
strong and healthy beginning to the workshop.
The curriculum then leads users through several important concepts. Children are
disciples and, like the original disciples, believe and act in ways that need affirmation and
correction (3). That discipleship process proceeds through three practices: mirroring,
mentoring, and maturing, two of which heavily depend upon the family and the church
community (4). The curriculum connects discipleship with the truth that God created all
humans in the divine image and for relationship with God. The script rightly confronts
users with the fact that childhood spiritual impressions “shape (or distort)” the spiritual
life that follows (4). The script returns (5) community by reminding participants of the
presence of children in the spiritual community throughout the biblical witness and the
affirmation of Jesus that children belong in the community of God. Although different
leaders might prefer to address these concepts in a different order, all these ideas are
fundamental for congregants making decisions about a children’s ministry.
The curriculum affirms the importance of community to the spiritual lives of
children by calling attention to the notorious difficulty of living life strictly by written
instructions. Using the striking illustration of the “Exact Instructions Challenge,” the
curriculum drives home the need for modeling the spiritual lifestyle and not merely
teaching the rulebook (5-6). The curriculum invests a significant amount of time in
conveying this concept, but that time is well spent. The script then takes participants
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through a more detailed explanation of the community’s work in mirroring, mentoring,
and maturing (7). This section is helpful but would be clearer if the example activities
more carefully differentiated the three processes. Providing an example from each of the
upcoming six practices of ministry (without naming those practices) would also prepare
readers for the upcoming discussion of that topic.
To help participants understand that discipleship does not have one shape, the
process team has wisely constructed the curriculum to explain six ministry practices (8).
The team adapted these practices from the work of Kathleen Cahalan1 for the context of
childhood.2 By attending to the six practices of ministry, this curriculum is more likely to
address the differing spiritual styles of children (and the adults ministering with them)
without taking the additional hour to do this by separately explaining spiritual styles.3
This is particularly important balancing move in Churches of Christ, which have typically
heavily emphasized the learning and proclamation aspects of ministry.
This curriculum should empower functional groups to achieve goal one. The
curriculum designer could address minor issues identified above in the next iteration.
Goal two: Facilitate a conversation about the ministry practices of the local
congregation. The curriculum leads participants through a solid, carefully designed
process to locate current contextual practices in the framework of six practices to identify
strengths and weaknesses in existing ministry structures (8-9). This important preparatory
move for the second part of the workshop helps the group make significant progress
toward goal two. Carefully planned work on these six practices in part two of the
curriculum empowers the group to solidify these gains (10-11).
Goal three: Facilitate a cohesive vision of children’s ministry among the
leadership of the congregation. In part two of the curriculum, work on the vision begins
by connecting giftedness with the six practices. The script helps participants realize that
giftedness is native but finds nurture in relationship (someone to identify and encourage
the gift) and opportunity. I would add that time is sometimes necessary element to
discover gifts that may be latent.4 The first section of part two ends by correctly asserting
the importance of a unified vision for ministry.
Option one provides for creating a vision for ministry with children. It leads
participants through a thorough list of questions than can help them describe and
understand their unique context. These questions well lead work that will be new to many
participants. The script then shifts (A2) to exercises designed to produce a vision
statement: evaluating which of the six ministry practices the congregation does well and
which need work.5 As sample job descriptions help groups working on option two, work
1

Kathleen A. Cahalan, Introducing the Practice of Ministry (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 2010),

69-98.
2

Although other researchers have developed differing lists, there is basic agreement in their larger
shape. Csinos and Beckwith describe a list for children’s ministry; David Csinos and Ivy Beckwith,
Children’s Ministry in the Way of Jesus (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2013), 60. Creasy Dean and
Foster have developed a list of practices for youth ministry; Kenda Creasy Dean and Ron Foster, The
Godbearing Life: The Art of Soul Tending for Youth Ministry (Nashville: Upper Room, 1998), 111.
3
The spiritual styles I refer to here are those reported for children by David Csinos, who further
developed the work of Urban Holmes and Corinne Ware. Csinos, Children’s Ministry That Fits: Beyond
One-Size-Fits-All Approaches to Nurturing Children’s Spirituality (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011).
4
Cahalan, 30.
5
Although how this transition should happen is probably intuitively obvious to the curriculum
creators, additional verbal cues in the script would be helpful to other users.
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on the vision statement might be helped by seeing exemplar vision statements from other
congregations. Producing a vision statement in one day is a challenging task.
Option two leads participants through the process of creating a job description for
a children’s minister. It encourages several iterations of locating responsibilities for the
six ministry practices among staff members and volunteers in a wise attempt to find
balance. Though the job description can describe a particular balance, some leeway is
necessary for the unique giftedness of different ministry candidates. The example job
descriptions give participants a clear view of the problems created by too little or too
much definition.6 For groups willing to invest the additional time, creating a third session
that allowed participants to sequentially complete options one and two would make better
use of the strengths of this curriculum and create a stronger product.
I find that this curriculum has the capability of moving the conversation at a local
church substantially toward accomplishing objective three.
Other observations: For those used to working with discernment groups or
learning communities, this two-session process seems too brief to be optimally effective.
Unfortunately, though, too few congregations—even those who plan to hire a children’s
minister—are willing to invest the time in an “optimally effective” process. This work
most likely represent the best compromise position available for many congregations in
today’s culture: it begins an important conversation.
In future iterations of this curriculum, I would like to see the vision for ministry or
job description give more attention to the spiritual health and development of the
children’s minister or ministry volunteers. This is especially problematic at many
congregations since the mission and job descriptions of these individuals so frequently
separate them from the intergenerational church body at times of worship and learning.
Summary: This curriculum is an important and timely tool for children’s ministry
among Churches of Christ. In the early days of youth ministry among Churches of Christ,
advocates went from church to church with program ideas and sample job descriptions in
hand.7 As helpful as those may have been, one of the virtues of this curriculum is that it
empowers context-specific ministry with a unique local vision instead of one-size-fits-all
ministry. This curriculum builds a job description connected to the vision and the
giftedness of its congregation, not a disconnected generic solution. This curriculum
realistically copes with the difficulty of getting congregants’ time and develops basic
knowledge about children’s ministry among leaders and members of the local church.
Perhaps most importantly, this curriculum also empowers members and leaders to use
their gifts and find their place in children’s ministry instead of presupposing that the
ministry professional will handle all of the work. I encourage the use of this curriculum
and its ongoing development.

6
In the three example job descriptions, none of them follows the six ministry practices format.
Once this process has produced such a job description, use of that work as an exemplar would tell the
workshop designer whether this was helpful or an irresistible temptation to copy.
7
Ron Bruner, “A Brief History of Professional Youth Ministry in the Churches of Christ: 19652014,” Restoration Quarterly, 57 4 (2015), 237.
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